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ABSTRACT 
 
 The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) has prioritized the ministry of 
“congregational transformation” for the revitalization of its congregations in decline, 
subtly framing the aim of this effort as one of becoming “a faithful and growing church.” 
However, research is lacking as to what has actually changed from the past to the present 
in Disciples congregations purported to have made progress in this priority, particularly 
in terms of their lived ecclesiologies. The literature on this type of church change also 
reveals a need for a more robust ecclesiological understanding of congregational 
transformation. Accordingly, this dissertation follows a practical theological method that 
foregrounds ecclesiology – both theoretical and as it is practiced in congregations – in 
order to uncover what can be learned about the intentional ministry of congregational 
transformation, its definition, motivation and aims, and its faithful practice. 
The ethnographic research within three congregations revealed a change of 
ecclesial identity from one of “Church for Us” to “Church for Witness” across the 
processes of transformation in these congregations. When these findings were put in 
 
 
 v 
dialogue with select theological sources within Disciples tradition, the ecclesial identity 
of witness was found to be compatible with that tradition, and the reality to which the 
church ought to bear witness articulated as the good news of Jesus Christ – the reign of 
God happening. The dissertation relies on feminist commitments in reflecting on the 
reign of God and makes use of the process-relational theology of Marjorie Hewitt 
Suchocki, especially its model of becoming, in order to provide a coherent account of 
how transformation transpires in relationship to God. The transformation into a faithful 
witness-bearing church, then, occurs as the congregation practices or “dances” the reign 
of God, a dance that corporately and continually turns toward the lead of God, following 
a process that thereby integrates the means of congregational transformation with the 
desired end of becoming a faithful church. 
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1 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
INTRODUCTION: BEGINNING THE DANCE 
OF TRANSFORMATION 
 
 
The Presenting Issue and Research Question 
 
In 2001 the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) took action to address its 
problem of significant numerical decline and increased congregational closings, 
mandating the establishment of one thousand new congregations and the transformation 
of one thousand existing congregations by the year 2020. These two priorities are 
embedded with two others, leader development and anti-racism, in its vision “to be a 
faithful, growing church that demonstrates true community, deep Christian spirituality, 
and a passion for justice.”1 Of the four denominational priorities, this dissertation focuses 
on the call to revitalize congregations in decline, a ministry known as “congregational 
transformation,” and it approaches this goal as a question of ecclesiology through the 
academic discipline of practical theology. 
The overarching research question for this dissertation project is: Since the 
implicit goal of the Disciples’ 2020 effort is to become “a faithful and growing church,” 
what can be learned about the intentional ministry of congregational transformation by 
foregrounding ecclesiology, both theoretical and as it is practiced in congregations? In 
other words, when we examine the changes transforming congregations have pursued in 
their local, lived ecclesiologies, that is, in their ecclesial practices, embedded beliefs, and 
                                                
1Richard L. Hamm, 2020 Vision for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) (St. Louis: Chalice 
Press, 2001), 4. See also the denominational website: 
http://www.disciples.org/Home/WhoWeAre/OurMissionVisionandConfession/tabid/1123/Default.aspx, 
[accessed January 22, 2014]. 
 
 
 
2 
relationships to the realities of the surrounding context, what do we discover about what 
congregational transformation is, why congregations should embark upon it, and how to 
optimally practice it? 
The Disciples2 are not alone in the experience of decline, or in strategizing toward 
its remediation.3 It has been abundantly documented4 that the Protestant church 
communions that held top place and prominent cultural influence up until the mid-
twentieth century – those labeled as “mainline” – have diminished drastically, at least in 
                                                
2“Disciples” is a common shorthand way that those in the denomination refer to themselves, and it 
is the terminology that I will utilize most frequently in this dissertation. 
 
3The American Baptists have recently launched the “Transformed by the Spirit Initiative,” and 
have an office dedicated to “missional church transformation.” In 2008 the United Methodists declared 
“Four Areas of Focus” with sub-goals, including “Renewing Existing Congregations,” to be achieved by 
2012. Their bishops committed to increasing the number of vital congregations as a ten-year goal in 2010, 
and the denomination’s General Board of Discipleship offers support to congregational vitality. 
Episcopalians have framed their mission according to “five marks” for the 2013-2015 triennium. As part of 
this mission, an office for church planting and development, and an office of research encourage 
“transforming churches.” The Lutherans have just completed a four-year emphasis on two priorities, one of 
which mandates the accompaniment of congregations as “growing centers for evangelical mission,” a 
priority backed by a denominational program for “congregational renewal.” The United Church of Christ 
launched the “God is Still Speaking” identity campaign in 2003 with hopes of raising their national profile, 
adding new members to their totals, and of supporting “vital churches.” The denomination also just adopted 
a strategic vision plan with four goals, one of which is “reachable and welcoming congregations.” The 
Presbyterian Church (USA) has an office of Church Growth and Transformation, and in 2012 the 
denomination launched a “movement” to create 1001 new worshipping communities over the next ten 
years according to a more outward, creative, and disciple-making model of church. 
 
4A full display of this documentation is not feasible, but in overview, see: Dean M. Kelley, Why 
Conservative Churches are Growing (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1972); Dean R. Hoge and David A. 
Roozen, eds., Understanding Church Growth and Decline: 1950-1978 (New York: Pilgrim Press, 1979); 
William McKinney, “Community and Congregational Factors in the Growth and Decline of Protestant 
Churches,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 22, no. 1 (1983); Dorothy Bass, “Reflections on the 
Reports of Decline and Growth,” Chicago Theological Register 80, no. 3 (Summer 1989); D. Newell 
Williams, ed., A Case Study of Mainstream Protestantism: The Disciples’ Relation to American Culture, 
1880-1989 (St Louis: Chalice Press, 1991), ix; Benton Johnson, Dean R. Hoge, and Donald A. Luidens, 
“Mainline Churches: The Real Reason for Decline,” First Things 31, no. 13 (March 1993); Roger Finke 
and Rodney Stark, The Churching of America 1776-200: Winners and Losers in Our Religious Economy 
(New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2005); Mark Chaves, “Continuity and Change in American 
Congregations: Second Wave of the National Congregations Study,” Sociology of Religion 69, no. 4 
(Winter 2008). 
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numerical terms.5 Statistical analysis of this reality has served to sharpen and complexify 
the picture of mainline decline. Since Dean Kelley’s controversial “strictness thesis,”6 
studies have shown that the liberal/conservative divide is not the only explanation for 
membership loss.7 Non-denominational and evangelical-leaning groups are not immune 
to shifting neighborhoods, lost generations, and church closures.8 Missouri Synod 
Lutherans, for one, have been on the negative side of the ledger,9 and the bastion of the 
Southern Baptist Convention has seen its ranks reduce since 2007.10 Catholics as well as 
Protestants experience decline. On the other hand, the Mormons and the Adventists are 
                                                
5Jason S. Lantzer, Mainline Christianity: The Past and Future of America’s Majority Faith (New 
York: NYU Press, 2012), 1, lists “the seven sisters” as the Congregational Church (now the United Church 
of Christ), the Episcopal Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the 
United Methodist Church, the American Baptist Churches, and the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 
Nancy Tatom Ammerman, Pillars of Faith (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 283, adds to 
this list the Mennonites, Metropolitan Community Churches, the Unitarian Universalists, and the Reformed 
Church in America. She also points out (4-5) that mainline groups still hold a “privileged position,” are 
“recognizable and respectable,” “think of themselves as responsible for the spiritual lives of a whole 
population,” and have formed, along with several African American denominations, “the backbone of most 
interfaith and ecumenical activity.” 
  
6Kelley, Why Conservative Churches are Growing, concluded that the “strictness” of more 
conservative church bodies accounted for their growth, while liberal mainline groups exhibited “weakness” 
in this regard. 
  
7McKinney, “Community and Congregational Factors,” 51, uncovered the importance of local 
contextual (external) factors, such as affluence of the community, and local institutional (internal) factors, 
such as congregational harmony and cooperation, for the growth of church groups. 
   
8See Nancy Ammerman, Congregation & Community, (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University 
Press, 1997), plus studies of evangelical congregations in transformation, as example: Thom S. Rainer and 
Eric Geiger, Simple Church (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2006) and Ed Stetzer and Mike Dodson, 
Comeback Churches (Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 2007). 
  
9The claims about numerical increase and decrease among named communions in this paragraph 
come from the tables and commentary found in National Council of Churches of Christ in USA, Yearbook 
of American and Canadian Churches, 80th ed., Eileen W. Lindner, ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2012), 
9-15, 366-77. 
 
10Bob Allen, “SBC Baptism, Membership Numbers Fall,” Associated Baptist Press, 
http://abpnews.com.html, (June 6, 2013), reports that the decline of total membership to 15,872,404 in 2012 
marks the sixth straight year of statistical decline for the denomination. 
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steadily increasing, and it may be that Pentecostal groups are entering an upsurge.11 
Megachurches still seem to fit the appetite of a growing segment of the culture, although 
a few voices among them have pointed out that they often gain more growth from 
transfers than new converts.12 Still others, such as a number of historic African American 
churches, manage to hold their own statistically. The closure rate among religious 
congregations in general, as compared to other social organizations, is extremely low, at 
one percent per year. Some researchers suspect, however, that this figure may signify that 
the church coddles more “minimalist” or “permanently-failing” organizations, ones that 
persist against all odds but in a much weakened state.13 While there are certainly 
geographic pockets of growth, new church starts, and stories of turnaround in all 
Christian communions, contributing to a mixed religious ecology, and while many may 
tire of the repeated alarm of “perpetual decline,”14 it is nevertheless the lived reality of 
increasingly more congregations.  
                                                
11Eileen W. Lindner, “Perspectives on America’s Religious Landscape: Trends and 
Developments,” Yearbook of American and Canadian Churches, 11. 
 
12Among them see Kent Carlson and Mike Lueken, Renovation of the Church: What Happens 
When a Seeker Church Discovers Spiritual Formation (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2011), 20, 
and Eddie Gibbs, preface to The Missional Leader: Equipping Your Church to Reach a Changing World, 
by Alan J. Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006). 
 
13For the closure rate and conclusion about weakened state, see Shawna L. Anderson, Jessica 
Hamar Martinez, Catherine Hoegeman, Gary Adler, and Mark Chavez, “Dearly Departed: How Often Do 
Congregations Close?” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 47 (2008): 321. For the concept of 
“minimalist organizations,” displaying low initial costs, low maintenance costs, a reserve infrastructure, 
and adaptiveness stemming from low sunk costs and normative flexibility, see T.C. Halliday, M.J. Powell, 
and M.W. Granfors, “Minimalist Organizations: Vital Events in State Bar Associations, 1870-1930,” 
American Sociological Review 52 (1987): 457. For the theory of “permanently failing organizations,” 
“when an initial slip in performance becomes chronic,” see M.W. Meyer and L.G. Zucker, Permanently 
Failing Organizations (Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1989). 
 
14Lantzer, Mainline Decline, 85, uses this language. 
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It was aware of this larger context that General Minister and President Richard L. 
Hamm outlined the urgency of the situation and called for action, leading the Disciples 
denomination to adopt the 2020 Vision. Hamm starts this vision’s companion book with a 
question about what it takes to be the church in a new context,15 but it is not clear that in 
the course of dissemination and practice, the ecclesiological aim of the 2020 Vision has 
been noticed or taken advantage of, in directing, infusing, and intertwining the four 
priorities. Nor has “faithful and growing church” overtly inspired or been the subject of 
any denomination-wide education on what it means to be church. As it is expressed, the 
adjective choice of “growing” clearly corresponds to the quantitative dimension of the 
2020 Vision, and “faithful” to its more-difficult-to-measure qualitative center, thereby 
leaving underdeveloped a deeper and richer ecclesiological exploration and integration.  
In 2005, four years after the adoption of the 2020 Vision, a group of volunteer 
practitioners was recruited by Disciples Home Missions to launch and then shepherd the 
congregational transformation effort. This group developed multiple, well-attended, 
grassroots educational events, at which attendees often requested further assistance in the 
form of theoretical benchmarks and networking support.16 In 2012, three of the Disciples 
denomination-wide ministries17 collaborated to form the Hope Partnership for Missional 
                                                
15Hamm, 2020 Vision, 1. 
 
16Doug Pfeiffer, a coordinator of the denominational congregational transformation team, 
communicated this result. In response, the volunteer team, in conjunction with Disciples Home Missions 
staff produced a number of materials, tools, and resource lists on congregational transformation. 
 
17The three denominational ministries are: Disciples Home Missions, Church Extension, and 
Higher Education and Leadership Ministries. 
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Transformation to particularly advance the achievement of the three 2020 priorities of 
new church, transformation, and leader development.  
 While Disciples have dedicated themselves to the goals of the 2020 Vision, a 
numerical rebound has thus far eluded them. To furnish here only a partial statistical 
picture, the total number of congregations within the denomination has fallen 
appreciably, from 4400 in 1978 to 3514 in 2013,18 an approximate 20 percent decrease. 
Even with the phenomenal start of 786 new congregations since 2001, between the years 
2000 and 2013 the overall number of Disciples congregations still diminished from 3792 
to 3514. Anywhere from 50 to 75 congregations per year are removed from The Year 
Book due to voluntary withdrawal, non-responsiveness, merger, or closure; 89 so far in 
2013. It is estimated that presently 63 percent of Disciples congregations are in numerical 
decline, 33 percent are growing, and 4 percent are statistically level. Officials also 
extrapolate that somewhere between half and three-quarters of Disciples congregations 
struggle to sustain four features of traditional, institutional church viability: salary, 
facility, programs, and mission giving, frequently sacrificing program and mission giving 
when they have trouble meeting their obligations of salary and facility. In the midst of 
these negative statistics, the official count of congregations presently pursuing 
                                                
18The numbers in this paragraph have been gathered and/or calculated from four sources: The 
Year Book and Directory of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), Hamm, 2020 Vision, 122, and from 
the executives or fragments of statistics scattered in the websites of two of the denomination’s ministry 
arms: Disciples Home Missions, http://www.discipleshomemissions.org, [accessed October 3, 2013] and 
Hope Partnership for Missional Transformation, [accessed October 3, 2013,] http://www.hopepmt.org. 
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transformation is 383,19 and both sources for this figure indicate that, considering non-
reporting entities, the total may actually be double. 
 
Questions Provoked by the Presenting Issue of Decline 
 
All these declining and closing Disciples congregations and the enormous scope 
of the downward trend within the North American church, trigger “hand wringing”20 and 
a fair number of questions for members and outsiders to the church alike. If 
congregational decline and closure were the most natural things in the world, there would 
be no reason to attempt to remedy the situation or to avoid it in the first place,21 but as it 
                                                
19This total derives from two distinct sources: the number registered through Disciples Home 
Missions (253) and the number engaged in Hope Partnership’s transformation programs, “The Journey” 
and “Mission Pathways” (130) as of 2013.  
 
20C. Kirk Hadaway used this evocative phrase in his 2008 presidential address to the Religious 
Research Association, “Congregationally-based Religion: Boon or Bane for Faith in the West?” Review of 
Religious Research 51, no. 2 (Dec 2009): 117-133. 
 
21Several congregational revitalization models make use of organizational “life cycle” theories. 
These connect back to at least three points of origin: (1) Sociologist, David O. Moberg, The Church as a 
Social Institution (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1962), 119-123, drawing upon the work of 
J.O. Hertzler, 1946, Robert E.L. Faris, 1948, and Carl A. Dawson and Warner E. Gettys, 1948, projects a 
five stage progression of evolution for congregations that mirrors the cycle of natural organisms. They 
emerge, grow, decline, and die, a process that is not, however, inevitable, and that can be reversed; (2) 
Management Designs, Inc. of Cincinnati, Ohio developed a model for the United Church of Christ as a 
process to revitalize congregations, which was published in Strengthening the Local Church (New York: 
Council for Lay Life & Work in 1974; (3) Martin F. Saarinen’s The Life Cycle of a Congregation 
(Washington, DC: The Alban Institute, 1986), who is indebted to Ichak Adizes’ organizational theory, 
which in turn draws upon the contributions of psychology and human development. Saarinen posits two 
phases to a congregational life cycle: four stages of growth and four on the decline side of a bell curve. 
Disciples Home Missions and Hope Partnership, as well as other models of congregational transformation 
(see particularly George Bullard, Alice Mann, Smith and Sellon) rely upon life cycle theories to explain the 
current state of congregations in both their development and their decline.  
I am skeptical of the life cycle framework in at least two directions. First, while this approach 
resonates with congregational leaders and makes easy sense as a descriptive tool for the way typical, 
traditional congregations have been shaped, and the manner in which they devolve, it does not offer a 
theory or a visual that corresponds to an alternative, more faithful way of being church from start to finish. 
The bell curve life cycle is simply assumed to be “the way things are.” Secondly, labeling this a “life cycle 
theory” and emphasizing in workshops that all congregations are living organisms with a natural course of 
life and death, subtly normalizes the status quo and suggests that congregations should expect to emerge, 
grow, decline, and die, even as they must give themselves completely to the opposite aim of averting death, 
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is, members and spectators suspect that something is not right and needs attention. 
Darrell Guder concludes that structural ecclesial decline is like a “compounded trauma” 
because it raises questions about faithfulness to mission and “threatens the bottom 
line.”22 It brings to the fore the haunting fear that we, the church, have been unfaithful, 
compromising the church’s witness to the gospel, because, for example, we cannot point 
to persecution in this culture as the explanation of these shrinking numbers. Mary 
McClintock Fulkerson adroitly argues, “Theologies arise out of dilemma” and “situations 
that matter.” Herein lies the “impulse for change,” she avers, a germ of new thinking and 
the transformation of behavior. If the downward trend of decline is such a “wound,”23 it 
calls for redress, or repentance, or at least theological reflection. Michael Jinkins, 
drawing upon Jean Jacques Derrida, points out in hope that there is such a thing as the 
gift of death; it raises “crucial questions of identity and responsibility.”24 
                                                                                                                                            
a logic that strikes cognitive dissonance, begging questions such as: Should they interrupt the normal, even 
God-given, course of life cycle? Or allow nature to take its course? And on what ecclesiological basis?  
 
22Darrell L. Guder, The Continuing Conversion of the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), 198. 
 
23Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007), 12-15. See also Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, God Christ Church: A 
Practical Guide to Process Theology, new revised edition (New York: The Crossroad Publishing 
Company, 1989), 49, 62, 74 for “loneliness,” “insecurity,” and the “longing for justice” as impetuses for 
the traditional theological constructs of omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence. 
 
24Michael Jinkins, The Church Faces Death: Ecclesiology in a Post-Modern Context (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1999), 6. Jean Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1995). 
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I am not a stranger to this particular kind of angst. Mainline decline has been the 
backdrop of my entire career in pastoral ministry,25 and in one place of service it was at 
center stage and more acute than at the others, leaving me with what I now term “a nice, 
big, juicy question mark.” With benefit of hindsight, I now realize that when we visioned, 
set goals, changed practices, and started new initiatives together in this congregation, I 
did not systematically ask, nor lead the congregation to purposefully re-examine its 
identity, mission, or purpose – its reason for existence in the first place. In other words, 
during our own transformation process in this place of ministry, unconsciously mirroring 
the tendency of our Disciples denomination, we did not straightforwardly ask the 
ecclesiological questions. 
 
Professional and Academic Voices of Assistance 
 Since the mid-sixties, quite a body of literature has developed on the presenting 
issue of decline, provoking theologian Michael Jinkins to cleverly remark, “The literature 
on the church’s decline seems to be the only thing growing in North American 
Protestantism.”26 While the recognition of statistical decline may have pushed analytical 
studies in the sixties and early seventies, sociologist C. Kirk Hadaway refers to fifteen 
                                                
25I began my first pastorate in 1979, the year the Hoge and Roozen study concerning the context 
of mainline decline was published, and with the exception of a mission term in Western Europe, my sites of 
ministry have been predominately white middle class congregations in North America. 
 
26Jinkins, The Church Faces Death, 12. Veteran Alban Institute consultant Alice Mann, forward 
to Pathway to Renewal: Practical Steps for Congregations, by Daniel P. Smith and Mary K. Sellon 
(Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2008), viii, comments that compared to 1969, there is now “an 
enormous body of literature about congregational vitality and transformation.” Lisa R. Withrow, Claiming 
New Life: Process-Church for the Future (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2008), 21, illustrates the breadth and 
proliferation of the literature on this subject by reporting that her Internet search in 2007 under the keyword 
“church growth” produced 7.07 million options. 
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subsequent years of attention to why churches grow.27 Pastor/consultant Will Mancini 
observed that around 1990 church growth writers began to perceive that their techniques 
did not always work, and “a new genre of ‘church effectiveness’ and ‘leadership 
effectiveness’ emerged.”28 All along, members of the religious community also reached 
into secular fields for answers that might translate well to changing ecclesial 
institutions.29 Canadian Pastor Peter Bush’s review of church-revitalization literature led 
him to divide it into two groups: those that consider the church to be mildly ill and others 
“seriously ill,” for which only “radical change” will suffice, both groups rarely examining 
the “underlying assumptions or theological understanding of church.”30 Church historian 
Dorothy Bass stresses that “the fundamental issue facing [declining denominations] is . . .  
Christian identity . . . and engaging in Christian mission in the world;” what is needed is 
“a theological, ethical, and ecclesiastical revision appropriate to this situation.”31  
                                                
27C. Kirk Hadaway, “From Stability to Growth: A Study of Factors Related to the Statistical 
Revitalization of Southern Baptist Congregations,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 30 (June 
1991): 181. By deduction the year of this turn would have been 1976. 
 
28Will Mancini, Church Unique: How Missional Leaders Cast Vision, Capture Culture, and 
Create Movement (San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2008), 29-32. 
 
29Some of these include: Appreciative Inquiry, Diffusion of Innovation Theory, Theory U, 
Marketing, Victor Turner’s concept of “liminality,” and Lewin’s “group dynamics.” 
 
30Peter Bush, In Dying We Are Born: The Challenge and the Hope for Congregations (Herndon, 
VA: The Alban Institute, 2008), 16-17. 
 
31Bass, “Reflections,” 10. 
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Limiting my search to “congregational transformation” and closely related 
terms,32 my review of the literature surfaced 207 pertinent titles, a hefty sample of 
thinking on the matter. Quantitative analysis of this list showed that its titles spanned 
sixty-six years with the bulk (138) published in the 2000s. Forty were written in the 
1990s and 15 in the eighties. Male authors far outweigh female in this list, approximately 
78 percent to 12 percent, with the leftover 10 percent as male/female teams. Thirty-five 
titles lean evangelical theologically, 101 mainline, and 43 might be labeled “crossover.”  
In the manner ecclesiological questions are treated, if broached at all, the 
continuum progresses from (1) secular approaches to change, (2) to Christian texts that 
think of ecclesiology as ecclesiastical polity, (3) those that do not reveal their 
ecclesiological assumptions, (4) others that mention church in the introduction as a 
foundational principle that may be “applied,” (5) works for which ecclesiology rates a 
chapter of its own, and (6) a small group that deliberately integrates their explicit 
theologies of the church throughout their arguments. Concerning guidelines for the 
practice of transformation, on one end are works that offer principles by which one might 
conduct change; in the middle those that propose strategies for action; and at the other 
end, ones with detailed guiding models or processes. Furthermore, I detected four types 
of literature across the total list: one I labeled “professional,” along with three academic 
disciplines. Each will be reviewed here, but only to the comparative extent of establishing 
the niche of this dissertation.  
                                                
32Other entry points were “congregational” or “church renewal,” “revitalization,” 
“redevelopment,” and “turnaround.” Of course, engagement with these texts and articles led to others that 
had not originally appeared. 
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1. The Professional literature. The majority of the available literature on the 
subject of congregational transformation (134 titles of 207) is reflection arising from the 
context of actual congregations, from congregational leaders and consultants who are 
attempting to turn around the demise of their own or other congregations. It is thus 
material written by professionals for the same, to be distinguished in most cases from the 
interests and standards of the academy. Given this literature’s interest in real life practice, 
however, it is surprising that, unlike this research project, less than half (44 percent) of 
the 134 delve into a thicker description of extant congregations.  
Materials within the professional literature examine decline and transformation 
through diverse lenses. Some argue that it is a problem that arises from a rapidly 
changing context and advise congregations to better understand and engage it. A few 
view the obstacle as one of organizational structure and leadership, which ought to adjust 
to new paradigms. A number perceive that the root issue lies in the dis-ease of 
congregational systems, encouraging leaders to attend to the health of communal 
relationships. Still others locate the solution in long-range planning, visioning, and goal 
setting. Most of these professionals also incorporate secular insights from fields such as 
organizational development, systems theory, and marketing,33 eclectically combining 
elements from more than one. The majority of authors in this category of literature 
counsel congregations to build their revitalization plans upon the framework of vision, 
                                                
33Beyond the fields mentioned above, a fair segment of this group hold to the life cycle theory of 
congregational development and decline. The specialists also seem to divide over strategies that build on 
congregational strengths (Callahan for one) or that bolster the weak points (Schwartz as an example).  
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mission, and core values, yet without engaging extensively in a fresh or deep dialogue 
with scripture, ecclesiology, and tradition as my project will undertake.  
A handful of the professional writers reference what church is to be and do by 
attaching adjectives, such as “organic church,” “sticky church,” and “liquid church,”34 
conveying that a new kind of church is necessary, but only assimilating this new vision to 
a limited extent into their proposed plans or programs. Another relatively small group 
point to the need for further ecclesiological reflection and grounding, though they 
themselves may not undertake the task, voices such as Malcolm Warford, who calls for 
congregations to claim a distinctive vocational identity.35 In the aggregate, though, the 
professional literature does not seriously examine decline and transformation through the 
lens of ecclesiology, the nature of the church more likely to be eclipsed by other 
concerns. My project design expressly seeks to address and integrate a theology of the 
church with the practice of transformation in actual congregations.  
Several Disciples have contributed to the body of professional literature, 
including Hamm, as he traced the contextual paradigm shift that congregations face, cast 
                                                
34“Organic church” – Cole, “sticky church” – Osborne, “liquid church” – Ward, “externally 
focused church” – Rusaw, “viral church” – Stetzer, “hybrid church” – Browning, “whole church” – 
Lawrenz, and “aqua church” – Sweet. 
 
35Malcolm Warford, Becoming a New Church (Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2000). Other 
notable titles sensitive to the nature and mission of the church in relationship to revitalization include: Mary 
K. Sellon, Daniel P. Smith, and Gail F. Grossman, Redeveloping the Congregation (Bethesda, MD: The 
Alban Institute, 2002), C. Kirk Hadaway, Behold I Do a New Thing: Transforming Communities of Faith 
(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2001), Anthony B. Robinson, Changing the Conversation: A Third Way for 
Congregations (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2008), Christian Smith, Going 
to the Root: Nine Proposals for Radical Church Renewal (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 1992). 
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the 2020 Vision, and proposed strategic shifts concerning leadership.36 Others have 
published stories of transformation, bible studies for readiness, and other educational 
pieces, guidance for contextual awareness, and reflections upon trends and new forms of 
church.37 My dissertation seeks to contribute to what it means to be “faithful church” in 
light of Disciples ecclesiology and the practice of transforming Disciples congregations. 
 2. The Sociological and Congregational Studies literature. A block of 37 titles of 
the 207 fit in this academic field of study, embracing a breadth of interests, among them, 
social-scientific descriptions of the context of religion and its disestablishment, the 
manner in which individual identity and beliefs are lived out in religious organizations 
and in society, surveys and statistical analyses of the state of religion and the church, 
ethnographic studies of congregational cultures, and explorations of the ways various 
congregations choose to respond to the changes around them. To my knowledge no 
academic sociological research has been conducted on Disciples congregations as they 
have been carrying out the transformation mandate.  
                                                
36Richard L. Hamm, From Mainline to Frontline (Lexington, KY: Lexington Theological 
Quarterly, 1996), 2020 Vision, and Recreating the Church: Leadership for the Postmodern Age (St. Louis: 
Chalice Press, 2007). 
 
37Mike Simpson, The Lazarus Project: How You Can Renew Your Congregation (Greensboro, 
NC: 2nd Wind Press, 1999), Michael Elmore,“The Re-Formation of the Church: A Spiritual Foundation 
(unpublished doctoral dissertation), R. Robert Cueni, Dinosaur Heart Transplants: Renewing Mainline 
Congregations (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2000); William T. McConnell, Renew Your Congregation: 
Healing the Sick, Raising the Dead (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2007), H. Benjamin Bohren, Sandhya R. Jha, 
Paula Bishop Pociecha, And Still We Rise: A Six-Part Study on Personal and Congregational 
Transformation (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2007), Martha Grace Reese, the “Unbinding” series: Unbinding 
the Gospel: Real Life Evangelism (2008), Unbinding Your Heart: 40 Days of Prayer and Faith Sharing 
(2008), Unbinding Your Church (2008), and Unbinding Your Soul: Your Experiment in Prayer and 
Community (2009), all published by: (St. Louis: Chalice Press); Phil Snider and Emily Bowen, Toward a 
Hopeful Future: Why the Emergent Church is Good News for Mainline Congregations (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2010), and Rick Morse, From Our Doorsteps: Developing a Ministry Plan that Makes Sense 
(St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2010). 
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 Before the mid-1980s sociology of religion tended to focus on the individual as 
the unit of research, and rarely upon congregational bodies and their everyday 
dynamics;38 the sub-discipline of congregational studies developed to respond to this 
gap.39 Its exploration of distinct congregational identities and cultures has demonstrated 
that faith communities develop particular ways of doing things – patterns of habitual 
behaviors and activities – in line with their traditions and their call to mediate the 
transcendent,40 an insight that has also resonated among professional authors,41 and, as 
will be delimited later, upon which I rely.  
 Four studies are particularly relevant to the focus of this dissertation. Penny 
Edgell Becker’s discovery that congregations in conflict tend to act out of one of four 
                                                
38Barbara G. Wheeler, “Uncharted Territory: Congregational Identity and Mainline 
Protestantism,” in The Presbyterian Predicament: Six Perspectives, 1st ed. (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1990), 71. 
  
39The Hartford Institute for Religion Research, hirr.hartsem.edu/ong/congregational_studies.html, 
[accessed September 30, 2013], situates the rise of congregational studies as a distinct field “two decades 
ago,” and its “foundational text” as Jackson Carroll, Carl Dudley, and William McKinney, The Handbook 
for Congregational Studies (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1986). 
 
40What follows is just a few critical texts that follow the concept of congregational identity and 
culture: James F. Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1987); 
Carl S. Dudley and Sally A. Johnson, Energizing the Congregation: Images that Shape Your Church’s 
Ministry (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1993); Nancy Ammerman, in Nancy T. Ammerman, Jackson 
W. Carroll, Carl S. Dudley, and William McKinney, Studying Congregations: A New Handbook 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), chapter 3; James Nieman, “Attending Locally: Theologies in 
Congregations,” International Journal of Practical Theology 6 (2002): 198-225. 
  
41For a sample see Anthony B. Robinson, Transforming Congregational Culture (Grand Rapids, 
MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2003; Will Mancini, Church Unique, 2008; Kent Carlson 
and Mike Lueken, Renovation of the Church, 2011; Larry A. Golemon, Finding Our Story: Narrative 
Leadership and Congregational Change (Herndon, VA: The Alban Institute, 2010); Larry Webb and Glen 
Rediehs, Healthy Church DNA: Transforming the Church for Effective Ministry (New York: iUniverse, 
Inc., 2008). 
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implicit “congregational models”42 complements my aim to ascertain how embedded 
ecclesiologies become congregational identities that influence revitalization. Sally 
Gallagher and Chelsea Newton’s exploration of spiritual growth in congregations informs 
my concept of congregational “theopraxis” (outlined later in this chapter), for they found 
that “strong yet flexible” theological messages and “broad strands” of practice and belief 
serve to frame and vocalize a perspective on spiritual growth that over time “nurtures 
spiritual formation and cultivates a sense of community and religious identity.”43 Their 
research also serves to legitimize the ‘softer’ element of spirituality that turns out to 
figure prominently in my case study congregations’ experience of transformation. The 
definition of spiritual growth that Gallagher and Newton put forward,44 however, does 
not name the Divine or reference spirituality as a relationship with God. The evidence I 
uncovered in actual congregations, by contrast, induces my project to investigate how 
congregations understand the divine/human relationship and its role in change.  
Stephen Ellingson’s examination of religious change from a constructivist 
approach, in which he argues that congregational leaders interpret what is going on 
around them and define a crisis to which their congregations respond with an internal, 
                                                
42Penny Edgell Becker, Congregations in Conflict (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1999). Congregational models are “bundles of core tasks and legitimate ways of doing things . . . . local 
understandings of identity and mission.” The four are: House of worship, Family, Community, and Leader. 
 
43Sally K. Gallagher and Chelsea Newton, “Defining Spiritual Growth: Congregations, 
Community, and Connectedness,” Sociology of Religion 70, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 234, 258. 
 
44Ibid., 237: “A process that involves an expanding assessment and mastery of one’s religious 
narrative and attachment to one’s tradition, expressing itself through greater participation in corporate and 
private worship and institutional involvement.”  
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negotiated process of meaning making and re-traditioning45 fits the findings here. In 
complementary fashion, I put the negotiated meaning making and re-traditioning that was 
common to the three transforming congregations in dialogue with explicit ecclesiological 
resources to divulge further wisdom for the practice. As another research pillar, Nancy 
Ammerman’s study of congregations in changing environments, revealing five typical 
paths of adaptation and the sure presence of conflict in their negotiations toward new 
life,46 opens a door to my practical theology, as among her project’s conclusions, she 
mentions the importance of ideological work for transformation, indicating that more 
research upon this was beyond its scope.47 James Nieman and theologian Roger Haight 
expand upon Ammerman’s inference, arguing a “dynamic” and mutually beneficial 
relationship between congregational studies and ecclesiology, cautioning against 
reducing congregations “to merely human organizations” and calling the academy to 
validate “a transcendent dimension of the church.”48 My dissertation picks up this 
ideological/ecclesiological quest. 
As these four texts display, findings from sociological studies help congregations 
in need of transformation to see similarities between their own situations and common 
patterns of behavior, increasing their own corporate self-understanding and serving as 
                                                
45Stephen Ellingson, The Megachurch and the Mainline: Remaking Religious Tradition in the 
Twenty-first Century (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 12-13. 
 
46Ammerman, Congregations & Community. The five paths are: (1) persist in identity, (2) develop 
as niche, (3) relocate, (4) adapt, and (5) innovate. On change and conflict, see 344-5.  
 
47Ibid., 343. 
 
48Roger D. Haight and James Nieman, “On the Dynamic Relationship between ecclesiology and 
congregational studies,” Theological Studies, 70, no. 3 (Spring 2009): 581. 
 
 
 
 
18 
clues for their own ways forward.49 Faithful to its disciplinary parameters, however, the 
materials within the field of sociology and congregational studies do not dig into the 
overtly theological or ecclesiological questions about the realities they describe, nor 
construct theologically normative judgments, a step my project pursues.  
3. The Missional Church literature. In contrast to sociology’s distinctive vocation, 
the task of theology in general, and missiology and ecclesiology in particular, is to pose 
and draw normative questions and conclusions. The next largest grouping of materials in 
the total list, roughly a seventh of the titles (31 of 207), encourages a mission 
ecclesiology – the premise that the very nature of the church is missionary. The texts that 
cluster under this umbrella have been influenced by the ecumenical conversation of the 
early to mid-twentieth century between missiologists, ecclesiologists, and practitioners 
that culminated in a remarkable consensus on the gospel of the self-sending God, who 
sends Jesus Christ, who together with God sends the Holy Spirit, and who in trinitarian 
relationship sends the church, to participate in God’s on-going mission in the world, a 
consensus that has come to be known as the missio Dei (the mission of God).50 Contrary 
                                                
49For instance, Carl Dudley and Nancy Ammerman take her 1997 conclusions a step further into 
practical applicability in their book, Congregations in Transition: A Guide for Analyzing, Assessing, and 
Adapting in Changing Communities (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002) by outlining a process by which 
congregations can explore options for the future and learn to live into them.  
 
50For an overview of this progression of ecumenical conferences and ideas, see David J. Bosch, 
Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1991), 368-
72, 389-93. For another telling, see Craig Van Gelder, “From Corporate Church to Missional Church, the 
Challenge Facing Congregations Today,” Review and Expositor, 101, no. 3 (Summer 2004): 437-40. 
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to the former ecclesiocentric paradigm,51 this guiding idea repositions the parties in such 
a way that the church does not have a mission; the mission of God has a church.  
One of the more prominent shepherds of this paradigm shift is the Gospel in our 
Culture Network (GOCN), which traces its beginnings to pastor/missionary Lesslie 
Newbigin’s culture shock upon returning to Great Britain, and his subsequent writings.52 
The members of this movement coined the term “missional church,” a somewhat diffuse 
though widespread idiom.53 Other scholars and practitioners not associated with this 
network have also come to the conclusion that the missionary paradigm and “frontier” 
has radically shifted from that of the Christendom era, compelling the church to retool, 
                                                
51It is Darrell L. Guder, ed., Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North 
America (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), chapter 1, beginning at page 3, 
who uses the word “ecclesiocentric” to describe the former prevailing missiology of a sending church, in 
contrast to the one of a “theocentric” paradigm that the missional church promotes and which the 
international community forged. Bosch discusses the previous western paradigms of mission in Part Two of 
his comprehensive text. Loren B. Mead, The Once and Future Church: Reinventing the Congregation for a 
New Mission Frontier (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 1991), chapter 2, beginning at page 13, calls 
and describes the former time period and mindset as “The Christendom Paradigm.”  
 
52Guder, Missional Church, 3 recaps Newbigin’s story, ideas, and influence as the “genesis” of 
the Gospel and our Culture Network. Newbigin’s The Other Side of 1984: Questions for the Churches 
(New York: The World Council of Churches, 1990) launched the conversation in Great Britain, later taking 
hold in the United States. A bit more detail is offered in Alan J. Roxburgh and Scott Boren, Introducing the 
Missional Church: What it is, Why it Matters, How to Become One (Grand Rapids: Baker Publishing 
Group, 2009), 9-10.  
 
53Consider that many more than these thirty-one books and articles employ the phrase “missional 
church,” including some emerging and emergent church writers. For instance, Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. 
Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern Cultures (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2005), 16, write easily of the “missional question” and the “missional challenge” faced by the 
West, though they do not explicitly connect emerging communities with “missional church.” The Disciples 
also decided to identify themselves with this concept when they named one of the major branches of 
ministry dealing with the mandates of the 2020 Vision the “Hope Partnership for Missional 
Transformation.” Several regions of the denomination have also shown preference for the Center for Parish 
Development, a group of consultants who guide congregations according to the missional church 
framework of the GOCN. For a list of the various ways that this term is used today, see Roxburgh and 
Boren, Introducing the Missional Church, 31-4. 
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adjust, and respond.54 All these contend that congregations ought not exist as attractional 
ends in themselves but live their identity as mission outposts with permeable boundaries, 
engaging the contemporary culture. Missional church literature, therefore, adds to the 
idea of congregational culture the concept of a congregational vocational call in 
relationship to its immediate context. To say this differently, missional church is more 
inclined55 to ask the ecclesiological questions that I have been arguing have been 
overlooked, responding that the church is to be “sign and foretaste” and “agent and 
instrument” of the reign of God.56 So it is that, while these titles do not necessarily start 
out to address either decline or the practice of congregational transformation per say, they 
offer a theoretical framework, and since the 2000s, have supplied a steady stream of 
related plans, models, and practical strategies to would-be “missional” congregations.  
The key academic work within this collection for both its connection to and 
distinction from the ecclesiological parameters being outlined as the research niche of my 
dissertation is the GOCN text edited by Darrell Guder: Missional Church: A Vision for 
the Sending of the Church in North America. Beyond its contribution to the question of 
                                                
54See Kennon L. Callahan, Twelve Keys to an Effective Church (San Francisco: Harper San 
Francisco, 1983); Mead, Once and Future Church; Hamm, Mainline to Frontline; Bishop Claude E. Payne 
and Hamilton Beazley, Reclaiming the Great Commission: A Practical Model for Transforming 
Denominations and Congregations (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000); Rein Brouwer, “Missional Church 
and Local Constraints: A Dutch Perspective,” Verbum et Ecclesia 30, no. 2 (2009). 
 
55The quantification of texts according to whether they hold the subject of church as a central 
feature or a sideline is as follows: 77 of 207 or 37 percent hold it as central, while 99 of 207 or 47 percent 
to the side; Within the missional church literature list the percentage that treat church as central is higher – 
21 of 30 texts or 70 percent.  
 
56Guder, Missional Church, 100-1, concludes that the church “represents” the reign of God, and 
then refers to its passive sense as “sign and foretaste” and its active sense as “agent and instrument” of the 
reign of God. 
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ecclesiological vocation, it has affinities with the research rhythm of practical theology, 
for it begins with an analysis of the big picture – the changing contemporary context (a 
particular strength of this genre); reflects next upon the nature of the church and mission, 
and culminates in implications for the practice of leadership, for church organization, and 
for congregational structure. In complementary contrast, my project begins in 
ethnographic description of the lived ecclesiologies of three transforming congregations 
before it takes up theoretical ecclesiology, a method that potentially uncovers different 
questions for the theological sources and divergent recommendations for praxis.  
Gender is another distinction to surface between missional church framing and the 
design of this project. Some might dismiss as subjective a negative feeling about its male 
dominance57 were it not quantifiable. Twenty-six of thirty-one (about 84 percent) of the 
missional church pieces in my sample are written by men, a higher percentage than noted 
earlier across the entire literature list,58 and a gender dominance that invites a healthy 
hermeneutic of suspicion concerning possible repercussions. For one, there might be 
latent assumptions around power filtering even unintentionally into their conceptions of 
the reign of God, the nature of the church, and prescriptions for practice. To be clear, my 
study is not designed to thoroughly examine these suspected gender biases or the 
consequences of a preponderance of male voices, but this reality is sufficient cause to 
                                                
57Snider and Bowen, Toward a Hopeful Future, 57, refers to “the elephant in the Emergent 
Room.” They offer that a cultural trait of emergent church is that it reflects “relatively affluent Eurocentric 
white expressions of evangelical culture in North America, and more times than not male voices have 
dominated the conversation.”  
 
58As a reminder, the figure is 162 of the 207 works (about 78 percent) are written by men. 
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deliberately include feminist conversation partners at key junctures and to highlight 
readings of scripture and church tradition that fall outside the constructs of patriarchy.  
4. The Practical Theology literature. This study takes the stance that theology 
develops out of the current situation, praxis, and human need; it is contextual,59 and that 
among the variety of theological schemas, it is contextual, liberation, and process systems 
of belief that are especially sympathetic and open to change and the demand for 
transformative praxis. As such, they serve as potential resources to congregations that 
long for new life. Even so, by and large, such theologies do not present case studies or 
draw out strategic implications for everyday practice. It is the particular work of practical 
theology to fulfill the need for: (1) in-depth, empirical, descriptive analysis of situations, 
organizations, or the current cultural context, (2) hearty consultation with theologically 
authoritative resources, and (3) robust implications for strategic practice that integrate 
theology and practice in relationship to surrounding contextual realities. My project seeks 
to contribute directly to scholarship within this niche.  
Of the 207 titles in our sample, only 11 fall in the ballpark of practical theology 
(roughly 5 percent). Plus, some of these only partially carry out the three steps noted 
above, and most in ways that do not correspond as closely to the research goals of this 
dissertation project. Practical theological works are only slightly more gender balanced 
(about 3 male to 1 female) than the approximate 4 to 1 ratio within the total list.60  
                                                
59See as one voice, Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, revised and expanded 
edition (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005), particularly chapter one, 3-9. 
  
60Of the 11 practical theological books and articles, men authored 8, females 2, and a co-ed team 
1. The missional church literature ranked 6 to 1, professional literature 5 to 1, and the mot gender balanced 
was the sociological group at a 1.5 to 1 ratio. 
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Of the practical theologies that increase knowledge around the dynamics of the 
church in transformation, the thesis of Wim Dryer’s research within the Nederduitsch 
Hervormde Kerk van Afrika, a judicatory group of the Dutch Reformed Church, 
resonates with the findings of this study, where he recommends to his denomination a 
“missional ecclesiology” over the operating “church order” way of being, preoccupied 
with what he terms “pastoral ministry.”61 Then, from East Germany, Johannes 
Zimmerman zeros in on the grief, loss, and conflict that accompany the adjustments 
churches in his denomination are negotiating in order to bear a more public witness after 
the Cold War.62 These studies support the concept of an embedded, lived ecclesiological 
identity in congregations, which can change to one outwardly looking and acting as 
witness. My research distinguishes itself from these, conducted as it is in the North 
American context, starting in three distinct congregational locales, and more expansively 
delineating transformative praxis. 
Angela Reed’s Quest for Spiritual Community63 illuminates spiritual direction 
within Protestant ecclesial communities, first describing the spiritual hunger of the 
                                                                                                                                            
 
61Wim A. Dreyer, “Missional Ecclesiology as a Basis for a New Church Order: A Case Study,” 
HTS 69, no. 1 (2013). For further exploration from this part of the world, see: Ignatius Swart and Edward 
Orsmand, “Making a Difference? Societal Entrepreneurship and its Significance for a Practical Theological 
Ecclesiology in a Local Western Cape Context,” HTS 67, no. 2 (2011); A. Roger Tucker, “Practical 
Theology: Can it Really Help the Local Congregation?” HTS 67, no. 2 (2011); Cornelius Johannes Petrus 
Niemandt, “Five Years of Missional Church: Reflections on Missional Ecclesiology,” Missionalia: 
Southern African Journal of Mission Studies 38, no. 3 (2010-11): 397-412; Malan Nel, “Congregational 
Analysis: A Theological and Ministerial Approach,” HTS 65, no 1 (2009): 41-60. 
 
62Johannes Zimmerman, “Change, Grief, and Conflict in Church Development in East Germany,” 
International Journal of Practical Theology 13, no. 1 (2009): 46-61. 
 
63Angela H. Reed, Quest for Spiritual Community: Reclaiming Spiritual Guidance for 
Contemporary Congregations (New York: T & T Clark International, 2011). 
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contemporary context and the experience of six congregations led by ministers attuned to 
spiritual direction, secondly reflecting upon scripture and with theologians, and third, 
proposing a congregation-based model for spiritual guidance. Her case studies were not 
congregations that had come back from the brink of institutional death, and she does not 
intentionally pose ecclesiological questions, but by lifting up the corporate nature of 
spirituality and showing that it serves to turn practitioners toward others in missional 
concern and action, she points to a key transformative practice that my research found to 
be also alive in changing congregations. 
In Claiming New Life, Lisa Withrow proposes a manner in which confused and 
declining mainline Protestant congregations can, as “Process-Church,” “co-create” the 
future with God. She first describes major flows within the current cultural context, 
moves into dialogue with scripture and process ecclesiology, recommends a 
congregational “ethic of inquiry,” and then, with the assistance of business thinkers,64 
proposes the practice of “scenario building” for congregational decision-making. As with 
my research, she entertains ecclesiological questions and employs process-relational 
theology as a dialogue partner. The major design difference between our practical 
theologies is the manner in which we deal with congregations. Though she does not 
reveal the process by which she developed her composite congregational profiles, actual 
congregations possibly having been in the background, her book employs these as 
                                                                                                                                            
 
64Withrow, Claiming New Life, chapter 6, draws upon Jim Collins, Good to Great in the Social 
Sectors (New York: HarperCollins, 2005) and Peter Schwartz, The Art of the Long View (New York: 
Doubleday, 1996). 
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“types” to set the stage, and as “generalized”65 illustrations of this new way of being 
church. Mine purposely begins in the day-to-day world and dynamics of three real 
congregations, engaging them as sources: data for qualitative analysis, springboards for 
theological reflection, and sounding boards for strategic practice.  
The review of the literature has thus disclosed a niche for academic research to 
which my study corresponds. It is an ecclesiological practical theology beginning in 
congregations, that profiles Disciples, and draws upon feminist process-relational 
theology. 
 
The Method of Investigation 
 
Introduction 
 
To carry out a practical theology of congregational transformation under the 
above umbrella depends upon a pre-commitment to theology on the ground,66 which led 
me to: (1) privilege narrative,67 allowing the case study congregations to tell their own 
stories of change first, during the interviews and then as first chapters in this dissertation; 
                                                
65Ibid., 5. “Types” and “generalized” is her terminology; Withrow underlines that she emphasizes 
scenario-building process . . . rather than exploring congregational and leadership dynamics.” 
 
66I am influenced in this pre-commitment from many directions, but among them, Leonardo Boff, 
Ecclesiogenesis (Maryknoll: Orbis Press, 1986) and Edward Schillebeeckx, Church:The Human Story of 
God (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1993), 211: “The saving revelation of God, offered to us through 
and in the Christian experiential tradition of the church community of faith, is indeed a grace, but a grace 
mediated through and in the structure of historical experiences.” 
 
67For others within the literature on and related to congregational transformation that focus on the 
transformative importance of narrative, see as quite diverse examples: Hopewell, Congregations; Golemon, 
ed., Finding Our Story; Cueni, Dinosaur Heart Transplants; George W. Bullard, Jr., Pursuing the Full 
Kingdom Potential of Your Congregation (St. Louis: Lake Hickory Resources, 2005). 
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and (2) not presuppose findings or try to fit them into a pre-constructed thesis;68 I did not 
know in advance, for example, that the three congregations would exhibit in common a 
change of congregational ecclesial identity or that it would manifest as a transformation 
from preoccupation with themselves to one of bearing witness to others.  
 Privileging theology on the ground also drove me to develop a method for 
describing congregations ecclesiologically, an aim I find compatible with those who refer 
to “theological ethnography,” who want to describe congregations both scientifically and 
theologically.69 I therefore developed a construct and vocabulary, to which I attach the 
overarching label “lived ecclesiology,” an idea for which sociologists and congregational 
studies have paved the way.70 A local congregation’s “lived ecclesiology” is the way it 
practices church at the grassroots. 
                                                
68Consistent with phenomenological “bracketing” and qualitative research methods, I suspended 
as much as possible my personal pre-conceptions, contextualized biases, and judgments about what was 
real, and listened empathetically to meanings from the other’s point of view. 
  
69Michael Jinkins, The Church Faces Death, 101, uses this phrase to connote the depth of 
ecclesiological inspection that a pastor-theologian would bring to a congregational setting. In addition, the 
volume edited by Pete Ward, Perspectives on Ecclesiology and Ethnography (Grand Rapids: W.B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2012), addresses the divide between empirical and theological analyses of the 
church and argues that theologians must utilize ethnographic tools in real contexts in order to achieve 
disciplined research. Other sources in this vein include: Nel, “Congregational Analysis,” and Mary Clark 
Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2008). 
Ammerman, et.al., Studying Congregations, chapter 3, connect to practical theology in the introduction, 16, 
and chapter 1, 25-7. Nel, “Congregational Analysis,” 432, concludes that both categories of faithfulness 
and science should be enlisted, and Haight and Nieman, “On the Dynamic Relationship,” 598, include as an 
“unresolved challenge” in the relationship between ecclesiology and congregational studies, “the scope of 
what is studied and looked at in congregations” and “how to analyze a practice as theological work.” 
 
70See David D. Hall, ed., Lived Religion in America (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1997); 
Nancy T. Ammerman, ed., Everyday Religion: Observing Modern Religious Lives (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2007); and James Nieman, “Attending Locally,” 198-225; Dawne Moon, God, Sex, and 
Politics: Homosexuality and Everyday Theologies (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2004); 
Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2006), 20-1, who defines 
“local theology” as grown from the dialectic between gospel, church, and culture. 
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Another piece of this lived ecclesiological construct is congregational 
“theopraxis,” the unique combination of prevailing corporate beliefs (theology) and 
practices (praxis) that shape the way of life in which a congregation generally walks, 
worships, and works together. Its distinct theopraxis is the mix of what the people in this 
faith circle do and what they say they believe. While practices and beliefs are always 
intertwined,71 for purposes of practical theological description and analysis, they can be 
at least temporarily teased apart and traced. Evidence within the three studied sites also 
indicates that a congregation’s theopraxis is lived out in relationship to entities and 
realities beyond the boundaries of the congregational circle proper,72 whether minimally 
or optimally: to the wider church, to the rings of cultural and community context around 
it, and to God, as they define this One, and the data shows that congregational theopraxis 
is not static; it is always in process and changing over time. 
A third component to this lived ecclesiological construct for description is the 
local congregation’s corporate sense of “ecclesial identity.” Certain ecclesiologists and 
                                                
71See among others, Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and 
Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1991), 6, who refers to “theory-laden practices;” 
Dorothy C. Bass, ed., Practicing Theology: Belief and Practices in Christian Life (Grand Rapids, MI: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 2, 4, writes of the “close relation between thinking and 
doing,” and the “vital messiness and adaptive interplay” there; Kathryn Tanner, Politics of God: Christian 
Theologies and Social Justice (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), who points out that there is not just a 
single, straight correspondence between beliefs and practices, as if one belief translates automatically to 
one practice or vice versa; Joyce Ann Mercer, Welcoming Children: A Practical Theology of Childhood 
(St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2005), 29, employs a “more multidirectional view of the relationship,” especially 
that it is influenced by both social forces and “habitus” (Bourdieu); Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, 42-8, 
speaks of both “inscribed” (stories, memory, and norms) and “incorporated” (bodily-informed) practices 
and tradition, all contributing to the habitus of a community. 
 
72I am indebted to Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies, 25, for his map of contextualization, 
and the image it inspired in my mind of a local congregational theology configured relationally among 
“Church Tradition” (my “theopraxis”), “Culture” (the surrounding cultural context) and “Spirit and 
Gospel” (God/the Divine). 
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practical theologians have suggested such an idea, among them, Leonardo Boff’s 
“ecclesial consciousness,” William Cavannaugh’s church as “social imaginary,” and 
Reinhard Hütter’s church as a “public,” created and revised by the Holy Spirit.73 
Compatibly, I have observed in the course of ministry and study that there are particular 
ideas, values, and beliefs about the nature and mission of the church embedded within the 
theopraxis of a local congregational body, just as its church practices are laden with 
ecclesiological assumptions and active convictions. “Ecclesial identity,” as I am framing 
it for this dissertation, is not only the formal, doctrinal verbalizations, or the touchstones 
of denominational polity, but the informal, indistinct, and sometimes spotty fragments of 
a theology of church, of which some parishioners and some parishes are only dimly 
aware, if at all. The amalgamation, though, of: (1) both formal and informal 
ecclesiological beliefs, including what they think ought to be the relationship of the 
church to the surrounding world, (2) the normal practices and habits of church to which 
they devote themselves, and (3) the manner in which they have blended the two still 
melds into an overall, operating ecclesial self-understanding for that congregational 
circle. I began this study with the hunch, later confirmed, that during a process of 
congregational transformation, a congregation’s lived ecclesiology, its theopraxis, and its 
ecclesial identity change.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
73Boff, Ecclesiogenesis, 11; William T. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist (Malden, MA: 
Blackwell, 1998); 12; Reinhard Hütter, “The Church as Public” Pro Ecclesia 3, no. 3 (Summer, 1994): 
336-7, 357-9. 
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Overview of Method and Chapters 
 
The following overview is meant to introduce the flow of the investigation. 
Detailed steps of method for each of the three areas of inquiry and the chapters are 
presented at those points.  
1. The first of the three areas of inquiry for this dissertation project is the 
descriptive phase, covered by chapters two through six. Since we do not know a great 
deal about how declining congregations tend to be church together or how this contrasts 
with intentionally transforming congregations, how they opt for new life, what they 
change and by what steps, and what they deem to be success, the descriptive phase takes 
up the research sub-question: In what ways are Disciples congregations that self-identify 
as engaged in transformation changing and becoming church differently? How is it that 
these congregations are shifting their ecclesial practices, implicit beliefs, and 
relationships to context in order to experience revitalization? It also seeks to surface 
compelling questions that require more formal theological reflection.74 
I consulted two groups of sources for this information: three Disciples 
congregations that describe themselves as being in transformation and were 
recommended as having made “significant progress” in this by two or more 
denominational witnesses,75 and denominational executives and representatives,76 
                                                
74I am indebted to Browning’s fundamental practical theology (139) at this point, for he indicates 
that the descriptive theology phase naturally forms questions for the next two phases of historical and 
systematic theology. 
 
75As the general offices had not published by that time benchmarks for success in transformation, 
I designed a systematic selection process, contacting each of the thirty-three regional ministers, plus other 
denominational leaders for recommendations of congregations that had made “significant progress” in 
transformation, according to the recommenders’ ideas of success. Of the total of ninety-four recommended 
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selected for their broader vantage points. I entered research covenants with the faith 
communities, resided in their cities and towns, and shared life with them across a month 
and a half each. Part of our agreement granted participants anonymity;77 thus, they and 
their congregations are described in detail, but under pseudonyms: River Ridge (chapter 
two), Cityside (chapter three), and Hilltown (chapter four). The grand total of enlisted 
individual sources was ninety-four: eighty-one parishioners (averaging twenty-seven per 
congregation) and thirteen denominational leaders. 
I adopted ethnographic qualitative research methods, including participant 
observation with field notes, document analysis, and interviews with key informants, 
individual congregants, and specialized focus groups. I explored the congregations 
according to the four recommended frames in Studying Congregations78 and my 
construct for lived ecclesiology. The interviews probed the congregations’ transformation 
                                                                                                                                            
congregations, I narrowed the list to twenty-nine by research on their websites, and then called up their 
congregational statistics, which condensed the list to sixteen. Further nuances reduced the list to six, five of 
which agreed to be considered, and upon interviewing their pastors and key leaders by phone, I settled on 
three. The broad criteria of suitability for study was to: (a) self identify as involved in congregational 
transformation, (b) be recommended by at least two witnesses, for instance, a regional minister or 
denominational staff or clergy colleague, (c) be engaged in this work long enough to register a measure of 
quantitative and qualitative progress, (d) be located in the same or similar regions, yet contrasting in either 
local context, size, or ethnicity, (e) be able to remember the state of decline and verbalize how things have 
changed with the transformation process, and (f) be willing to be studied and work with me.  
 
76Included were the General Minister and President, the executives of four general level offices 
(Disciples Home Missions, Church Extension/New Church Ministries, Higher Education and Leadership 
Ministries, and Reconciliation), a focus group of the general level congregational transformation team, and 
four regional ministers. 
 
77I am only aware of two individuals within the congregations who would not have agreed to 
participate without this agreement as it turned out. 
 
78The four suggested frames are: ecology, culture and identity, process, and resources. 
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stories through retrospective verbal interpretations,79 itemizing what had actually changed 
from before to the present as part of their journeys, particularly in practices, beliefs, and 
relationships to the surrounding context.  
Salient themes came to light through the first order comparison of the three 
narratives in chapter five, and a second order comparison, through coding and analysis of 
the transcripts, added extensively to the portraits, revealing numerous changes in their 
lived ecclesiologies, information imparted in chapter six. The descriptive phase thus 
brought to the fore a major shift in ecclesial identity within all three case study 
congregations that I captured and labeled as one from “church for us” to “church for 
witness.” An extra constellation of findings on leadership manifested alongside, and 
chapter six closes with three pertinent theological questions to be entertained by the next 
phase of inquiry.80 
There are limits to the descriptive phase, implying potential trajectories for future 
research. Only three congregations, and these of Disciples affiliation, could be given the 
attention of thick descriptive study. While it was valuable to focus on Disciples given its 
adopted 2020 imperative, it would be fruitful to compare and contrast the transformation 
processes of a larger sample of Disciples congregations and/or those of other ecumenical 
bodies. My study also attended primarily to the commonalities of experiences between 
                                                
79Gallagher, “Defining Spiritual Growth,” 236, employs this method, which captures my “before 
and after transformation” queries.  
 
80The three identified pertinent questions: (1) Is the ecclesial identity of “church for witness” 
compatible with Disciples tradition and representative scripture texts invoked in its transformational 
priority? (2) According to these normative sources, to whom or what does “a church for witness” bear 
witness? (3) What theological account do these informants give of how the transformation into faithful 
witnesses transpires?  
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the diverse trio, so a separate examination of the differences between the three would be 
enlightening. More specifically, I conducted only slight comparative analysis along the 
lines of ethnicity, class, and gender. In addition, this project does not fully correlate the 
interview responses of congregational participants to those of denominational executives, 
and it could not but minimally, depict the manifold adjustments in practices and beliefs 
that they negotiated. It is also the case that qualitative research cannot demonstrate causal 
effect or achieve statistical comparisons, and the findings from just three sites cannot 
project a theory about all congregations. Nevertheless, this project’s detailed description 
of reality draws strong enough associations to merit further research.  
2. The second of the three areas of inquiry is the theological/normative phase of 
chapters seven and eight. It is dedicated to a formal and dialogical theological reflection 
between the descriptive findings and selected dialogue partners, with the goal of 
constructing a sound ecclesiological bridge to the praxis of congregational 
transformation. Since in the literature there is such a variety of messages about church 
vitality and decline, different perspectives and prescriptions for congregational 
transformation, and a number of implicit definitions with their own embedded 
benchmarks of success, and because Disciples have yet to determine a clear, guiding 
ecclesiology for this ministry by which progress in revitalization can be tracked, this 
phase of investigation searches for guiding norms under its own research sub-question: 
What is congregational transformation, why do it, and to what end? In other words, it 
moves to define congregational transformation and determine its telos and logic. 
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My chosen method of theological reflection involved two installments, each 
consulting different sources. The first, carried out in chapter seven, engages two types of 
sources: select biblical materials and ecclesiological documents from Disciples tradition. 
Given the general authority with which Disciples imbue the bible and the prominence of 
biblical references in the interviews, I chose for exegetical study 5 of the 114 distinct 
scripture texts that they invoked, and as a result, settled upon 3 of these to serve as major 
conversation partners: Isaiah 43-44, Acts 1:1-14, and Revelation 1-3. Then, as touch 
points of Disciples ecclesiology, I focused in upon four of seven documents,81 elected 
because they speak to the originating identity of the movement, to the current structure of 
the church, and the 2020 Vision mandate for the future. I deemed it necessary to probe 
more deeply, broadly, and systematically than the 2020 document because: (1) more than 
one text from one period of history is required to capture the rich variety of articulations, 
and (2) it is difficult, even resisted, within the cherished Disciples ethos of diversity to 
declare a theological or ecclesiological norm for the whole body, and therefore, if one is 
able to forge a consensus amid all of these texts, it presumably carries more weight. 
To deal with so many textual interlocutors required a deliberate, patient method of 
analysis, the scriptural record first, supplemented by the ecclesial tradition. I utilized 
normal exegetical method, thematic textual analysis, and at times qualitative coding to 
discover the most grounded and embracing answers to the queries at hand.  
                                                
81The other two biblical texts are: Luke 5:27-39 and Rom.12:1-2. The seven documents are 
divided between “founding documents:” The Last Will and Testament of the Springfield Presbytery (1804), 
Declaration and Address (1809) by Thomas Campbell, and The Christian System (1835, revised 1839) by 
Alexander Campbell, and then “post-restructure documents:” The Design of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) (1969), a collective of Words to the Church on Ecclesiology (1979), on Witness, 
Mission and Unity (1981), and The Church for Disciples of Christ: Seeking to be Truly Church Today 
(1998), The 2020 Vision (2001), and The Disciples of Christ Identity Statement (2009). 
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The first installment of formal theological reflection established two norms for 
congregational transformation: the first, the end of “church for witness” and the second, 
the reality to which it bears witness. These two ecclesiological claims shape the definition 
of congregational transformation as: the practical theological and spiritual process by 
which declining congregations become faithful church, that is, witness-bearers to the 
good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening. As it turned out, the first 
installment of theological reflection partially answered the third pertinent question. The 
sources agreed that God is constantly working for the well-being and salvation of 
creation and that transformation occurs in the relationship with the Divine, reinforcing an 
earlier proposed metaphor of a dance between the parties, but it did not explain how the 
divine/human relationship makes this change possible or offer a series of steps that might 
be translated into faithful ecclesial practice.   
So it is that in the second installation of theological reflection in chapter eight 
another source was invited to join the conversation. Process-relational theologian 
Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki was originally enlisted on the basis of her affinities with and 
challenges to the Disciples ethos and commitments, her concern for ecclesial tradition, as 
well as for re-traditioning it, and her contemporary theological voice. Upon further 
dialogue, her theology offered an intelligible explanation of how the relationship with 
God brings about transformation, one that also corresponds to current understandings 
about how the universe holds together. Her feminist hermeneutic contributed to the cause, 
as well, by standing against the patriarchy, layered over and woven into the biblical 
narrative and church tradition. Chapter eight advances a coherent theological account, 
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consistent with the norms established in the prior chapter, of how witnesses are formed 
and transformed into faithful church, one in line with God’s greater vision for the 
flourishing of creation – the reign of God. Insofar as the church discerns God’s aims and 
integrates them, it is following this leadership and experiencing the gospel of the reign of 
God in the present – an ecclesial practice of ‘dancing’ with the Divine and each other that 
reverberates relationally as witness beyond the boundaries of the church. 
This research phase exhibits limits too. Among these, it cannot delve into all 
relevant scripture, or even all the texts that the interviewees invoked. A number of 
compelling themes from Disciples tradition also could not be further developed. For 
instance, at some upcoming opportunity, it could be enlightening to compare Alexander 
Campbell’s millennialism to the eschatology purported here. A similar constraint comes 
with focusing exclusively on Disciples ecclesiology, as it would be profitable to correlate 
the achieved definition and norms to the ecclesiologies of other church groups and see if 
there be a point of ecumenical convergence for congregational transformation. Another 
line of examination, especially in light of my desire to honor the grounded theology 
taking place in the case studies, would be to return to the three congregations and ask 
whether the key theological conclusions and metaphors of this phase “work” in their own 
understandings of their transformations and its on-going pursuit. 
3. The last of the three areas of inquiry is the strategic phase, covered in chapter 
nine. Despite the hard-earned wisdom of practitioners, we do not currently know how to 
practice congregational transformation in a manner that has explicit ecclesiological 
moorings and end and means integrity, so the ultimate goal of this phase is to forge full-
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bodied ecclesial praxis, i.e. a method of church change through which outsiders and 
insiders would be able to perceive the reign of God vision alive in what the transforming 
congregation is already saying and doing, as it is on its way to becoming faithful church. 
In keeping, the strategic phase queries: What are the implications of these findings for on-
the-ground practice of congregational transformation?  
This project presumes that from the very beginning, the theological/normative and 
descriptive are influencing one another, and together, resource and point to paths of 
creative action and enhanced steps of reform. Chapter nine proposes an encompassing 
church practice I call “turning” to the lead of God, which serves corporate spiritual 
discernment and facilitates the transformative dance. Among other tools, the chapter 
tenders a congregational process of  transformation – a “choreography” for dancing the 
reign of God. 
The strategic phase is limited. The three transforming congregations changed a 
plethora of ecclesial practices, any of which could have been selected for development in 
light of the gains and conclusions of this practical theology. In the future, it would be 
constructive to delve into worship practices, particularly those around the Lord’s Table, 
for instance, in order to recommend creative connections to transformative witness to the 
reign of God. Each one of the three turns within the proposed choreography could also be 
expanded in detail, with suggestions about the sequence of changes to practices and 
beliefs within, such as how a congregation might get acquainted with the rings of the 
congregation’s context during the step of readiness and capacity-building under the 
discernment turn. Such questions could be taken up in additional writing. 
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The Major Argument of this Dissertation 
 
 The ministry of congregational transformation calls for integrity between its end 
and means in order to be true to and successful in its vocation. This is the major argument 
running through the myriad findings of this practical theology, a cord that consists of at 
least three, intertwined thesis points. First, the reason to embark upon a journey of 
ecclesial transformation is to become church faithfully. Other rationales are secondary 
and may not be commendable; indeed, adopting lesser objectives may open the door to 
all manner of distractions, temptations, and corruptions. The driving logic of  “getting 
back on top,” for instance, will not get a congregation to the end of faithful church. 
Second, “faithful church” is a worthy end goal or telos for the ministry of 
congregational transformation when the church’s vocation is construed as witness to the 
good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening, because then it will shape both a 
local congregation’s lived ecclesial identity and serve a larger telos than itself. Expressed 
differently, the local articulation of a congregational vocation should be congruent with 
the purpose of the universal church overall, and this ecclesial telos, in turn, is servant to 
the greater, unfolding, divine vision for creation, the missio Dei – its eschatological telos. 
Congregational leaders cannot presume, however, that their particular congregational 
circle is currently saavy concerning what their congregation or the church in general is 
for and why it exists, or what God’s ultimate vision looks like. I make a case for the 
purpose of the church as “witness” to this larger eschatological vision, knowing that the 
meaning of “witness” cannot be taken for granted on-the-ground either. Indeed, all of this 
religious terminology will likely have to be deconstructed by a faith community before it 
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can be re-appropriated in its full, life-giving import, and the question “witness to what?” 
must also be faced bravely, especially where the reply has been objectified, reduced, and 
domesticated. The kind of education that end and means integrity demands is not simply 
a cognitive exercise, but an open, dialogical, corporate, and experiential deepening into 
the telos of “faithful church” through theology and practice, shepherded by strong clergy 
and lay leadership. So that when the dynamic character of this gospel is explored during 
vibrant learning conversations and events in and outside the church congregation, gospel 
transformation begins to stir and bubble up.  
Third, the way, then, to arrive at the transformation objective of a faithful witness-
bearing church is to start practicing the reign of God telos as a verb in the present. The 
way to become witnesses of integrity to Jesus’ good news about the reign of God 
happening is in the process of practicing the reign of God as the Body of Christ in every 
setting and moment. God’s reign does not come on earth as it is in heaven apart from 
God’s desires, longings, and priorities becoming the church’s desire, longing, and 
priority in the present. The church cannot authentically bear witness to a reality to which 
it has not devoted itself and become habituated, or to something that it has not actually 
discovered to be liberating good news, or for which it has not developed a craving 
hunger. The church is certainly not faithful by trying to take the divine reign by force 
(Matt. 11:12, NRSV), but only as it risks vulnerability, struggles with the dilemmas, 
negotiates the conflicts, and learns to follow the Transformer in trust, to turn and return to 
God as the leader of mission and of the church’s movement on the ground, in the here 
and now. To do this is to dance to the reliable prompts of the Eternal, a course of praxis 
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that bears holistic witness to the good news of that same reign, thus confirming that the 
end of congregational transformation is actually the means to congregational 
transformation.  
You are now invited to follow the stories of three circles of faith that have taken 
up this dance, turned the corner out of the malaise of decline, and are living into the 
adventure of bearing witness in new life and ecclesial faithfulness. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
OPTING FOR NEW LIFE: RIVER RIDGE CHRISTIAN  
CHURCH (DISCIPLES OF CHRIST) 
 
 
Church Before Transformation 
 
There’s the church, on the corner, not far from the river, at the base of the bridge. 
It’s Sunday and members have once again made the trek from their homes in various 
neighborhoods of the Circle Five metropolitan area to downtown River Ridge. Their red-
brown brick church building has stood there for 125 years. Attendees rarely use the front 
corner sanctuary entrance under the tower anymore; parking their cars next door in the 
empty business lot and entering from the side or the back works better, though it still 
presents barriers to the elderly and the physically challenged, two steps here, six or eight 
or more there. Eventually, however, worshippers reach the ivory-colored sanctuary with 
its easy, sloped floor.  
The old, studded-leather doors open onto an expansive space under a modified 
dome. The organist is warming up, which draws a glance to the prepping action on the 
corner chancel, but of first priority is reaching one’s regular seat in the pews set in semi-
circular attention. A rounded, suspended balcony overlooks the space, but no one sits up 
there anymore, and the stained glass Christ window dwarfs all these other features. 
 The Christ window of River Ridge Christian Church was commissioned in 1897, 
early congregational ancestors shepherding its delivery down the river from Dover. Its 
stained glass is shaped in an arch of seven panels reaching up two stories, nearly filling 
the East wall. The worshipper can ponder the intricacy of its glass – rich shades of 
mahogany and gold, flecked with olive green, colors that diffuse into soft amber and 
 
 
 
41 
white as one’s eye moves up from earth to heavenly glory, to settle upon the burgundy 
robe, the extended hand, and the quiet welcome of Jesus’ face. The resurrected Christ is 
both walking upon the clouds and present in the sanctuary, the caption: “Lo, I am with 
you always.” All is as usual and as it should be this Sunday as worship begins. 
  The prelude picks up and a small group of regulars are sprinkled across the 
sanctuary, keeping space between family groups. Most of the hundred or so who attend 
regularly now are over sixty-five, with gray or white hair, friends for decades, nodding 
appreciably at their neighbors as they are seated. One cannot help noticing that there’s 
been a decline in attendance and that the median age is much older, which feeds a vague 
undercurrent of anxiety. After the war there had been so many children and youth 
everywhere in the church, well behaved of course when they were in the sanctuary. Most 
of the Baby Boom left River Ridge Christian Church across the sixties, seventies, and 
eighties, like repeating, receding waves. Children are now rare, but this morning, one 
nervously walks down the aisle to light the candles on the communion table. There is 
whispering in the congregation as she has trouble getting the wick to catch the flame, but 
no one disturbs the routine to assist her when she looks concerned. The organ next 
chimes the hour; the few who haven’t already entered the sanctuary scurry to their seats, 
though this doesn’t increase the total attendance by much, and all becomes quiet. 
 The order of service follows a traditional flow of word and sacrament common to 
many mainline Protestants, but with the notable addition of the Disciples’ tradition of a 
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weekly sharing of the Lord’s Supper.1 The lay leader reads a responsive call to worship, 
printed in the worship bulletin, and follows it with a prepared opening prayer. The 
congregation sings hymns from the Disciples hymnal, along with memorized choral 
responses, such as the Gloria Patri and Doxology, inserted at the appropriate spots. They 
recite the Lord’s Prayer in unison, and the loyal choir presents a beautiful, semi-classical 
anthem from the choir loft above the chancel.  
The celebration of the Lord’s Supper is conceived as the highpoint of worship. 
Therefore, in the same manner every week, two serving elders preside over the liturgy at 
the table, and male and female deacons walk in lock-step down the aisle to receive the 
trays with the individual servings of grape juice and bread wafers, dispersing in a 
choreographed fashion to serve the congregation. The service turns after this to the 
morning sermon, which follows the scripture reading of the day, the pastor reading the 
manuscript expressively behind the pulpit, aiming the message to the listeners’ cognitive 
reflection and appropriation. As the service and the sermon might provoke a decision for 
Christ or a transfer of membership, the pastor usually issues an invitation to discipleship 
before the last hymn, but if there are not any visitors, and since River Ridge has not had 
anyone come forward in a very long time, he sometimes forgoes this.  
The norm of the worship service is for it to be scripted; spontaneity is frowned 
upon and nothing should be done out of the usual order. The congregation figures that if 
it is important, it should be done the same always. Participants also ought to remain quiet, 
                                                
1Keith Watkins, Thankful Praise (St. Louis: CBP Press, 1987), 15. “These Disciples agreed with 
other Protestants in their preference for expository preaching, extemporaneous praying, and evangelical 
singing. What set them apart was their insistence upon the weekly “breaking of the loaf in commemoration 
of Christ’s death.” The celebration of the Lord’s Supper, they contended, was the reason for coming 
together on the Lord’s Day.” 
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attentive, and seated; if they leave during the proceedings, watchful eyes notice. Most 
who attend the service do not come early to socialize and they leave for their homes 
shortly after the benediction.  
 
Highlights of Congregational History and Local Context 
 Before European feet found it, the area of River Ridge was home to the Sauk and 
Mesquakie nations. By 1780 the American revolutionary war had reached this far west; a 
trading post and military fort were set up and attracted white settlers. In the nineteenth 
century the United States defeated the Sauk and their allies who in turn ceded land for a 
reservation elsewhere. The town of River Ridge was founded three years later, in 1835. 
River traffic and then the railroads stimulated its economy and growth in population.  
The first attempt to organize a Christian church2 in River Ridge failed. Twelve 
years later in 1868, Brother Philemon Mitchell and “Grandma” Holt succeeded, with the 
assistance of the State Missionary Society of the Christian Church, in calling Brother 
C.W. Sherwood. After a sermon on “The Body of Christ,” fifteen charter members 
committed to begin the congregation, and after a couple of years, with seventy members, 
Mitchell purchased for their use the old Baptist Church on the river, right in the heart of 
town. The congregation grew through revivals and in 1895 began a fund for a new place 
of worship. Mary Wadsworth, Mitchell’s daughter, offered to erect the new building on 
                                                
2“Christian Church” here is one of the shorthand names for congregations associated with the 
“Brotherhood” (so named at the time) of the Stone-Campbell movement, which itself had been a merger of 
Barton Stone’s “Christians” and Alexander Campbell’s “Disciples of Christ” in 1832. In the part of the 
country where River Ridge Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) is located, Barton Stone and his 
“Christians” had been more prominent historically so that even after the uniting, some preference remained 
for the simple moniker of “Christian Church” in this area. It wasn’t until 1969 that the Brotherhood became 
officially and legally identified as The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 
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the same site in memory of her father if the congregation would agree to complete the 
interior, and they accepted. The brick edifice, along with the Christ window, was 
dedicated January 3, 1897.  
 Industrialization attracted immigrants to the town, a college was established, and 
trolley cars ferried people to the top of the bluffs. Cognizant of the spiritual needs of its 
growing community, River Ridge Christian Church became a “Mother Church,” helping 
to start mission Sunday schools and other Brotherhood congregations, one on the high 
hills of River Ridge, another in nearby Bensonville, and a third in Waverly.  
 The “Tri-Cities” community, as it had become known, with its strong blue-collar 
work force, was a natural fit for several major agricultural manufacturing plants and for 
supplying the arsenal for both world war efforts, bringing further prosperity to River 
Ridge. Indeed, members remember the congregation’s “glory days” to have begun in 
1945 when the Reverend Albert Bowen began his twenty-year ministry. He initiated 
several new programs of education and worship and adopted new technologies. The 
congregation grew in numbers to about 850, the physical plant was expanded twice, and 
associate pastors came on staff in succession. Unconsciously abiding by the original 
DNA of this congregation as a memorial church, Reverend Bowen also dedicated a 
memorial wall, noting donations in the names of loved ones to the building fund. In later 
years, some members joked that there were plaques on everything inside the church 
building. The past was very present in their facility. 
 The first signs of an enduring decline in membership began in the sixties. The 
River Ridge congregation was replicating the national trends of less churchgoing and the 
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dissatisfaction of the younger generations with organized religion.3 Their awareness of 
this was dim, however, as they were used to the hand-and-glove relationship of the 
church and culture. They did not imagine that the trends and upheavals in society – while 
the church ought to address them – would have any permanently negative impact upon 
the church’s place in society or its number of adherents.  
Then, like others, it was in the seventies and eighties that River Ridge church 
woke up a bit more to their declining numbers and mobilized to grow via multiple efforts, 
such as starting a department of evangelism and membership, launching denominational 
programs for church growth, and attempting neighborhood canvassing. They also 
continued the same programs that had been popular in the fifties as long as they possibly 
could. As example, a dramatic re-enactment of the Last Supper, DaVinci style, which 
incorporated men in costume as Jesus and the twelve disciples in the upper room, was 
initiated in 1955 and continued like clockwork each year through 2005. “Penny-A-Meal,” 
the program of families setting aside a penny for each meal and giving it to the church for 
building needs, also began in this decade on a trial basis and then stubbornly continued 
until suspended in 2010. Some of the Baby Boom generation who have now returned to 
River Ridge describe their elders as extremely resistant to new ideas and innovation 
during the eighties, vetoing the changes they wanted to explore with: “but we’ve always 
done it this way.”  
                                                
3Among others noted in chapter one see: Hoge and Roozen, Understanding Church Growth and 
Decline, David A. Roozen and C. Kirk Hadaway, Church and Denominational Growth (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1993), chapter 17, and Wade Clark Roof, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys 
of the Baby Boom Generation (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco, 1993), 54-60.  
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Contributing to the declining state of River Ridge Christian Church was the shift 
of population and the changing economic center. The growth of River Ridge had always 
been south, away from the river, even as far back as the 1900s. In the post-World War II 
years, residents of means, particularly Caucasians, moved out of the close-in ring of 
neighborhoods, African Americans took their place, and in the seventies, with 
disinvestment in the downtown and its minority neighborhoods, unemployment became 
widespread. The commercial district followed Caucasian consumers out of the original 
center of the city to establish stores and malls much further south, leaving the downtown 
a Monday through Friday community of municipal and office buildings, vacant on the 
weekends, a situation compounded in the eighties when the manufacturing base closed 
multiple plants and layed off workers. 
In the nineties, the five river towns of the Circle Five metropolitan area attempted 
to redevelop their downtowns and to encourage a return of residents with only limited 
success. Parishioners stalwartly continued to drive into River Ridge on Sunday for 
worship, but visitors were less inclined to do so and to unite in membership. The regulars 
also stopped attending mid-week or evening activities, putting more and more pressure 
on Sunday morning for all aspects of church life.  
Congregational leaders remember long discussions about whether to stay in their 
immediate neighborhood and reach out to the populace. Limited research indicated to this 
Caucasian congregation that there really were no downtown residents to target for church 
membership who would be comfortable with their church culture. A former board chair 
expressed that there was no exclusion of people of color by the congregation that he 
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could point to, but admitted they also had not done anything to deliberately include them. 
As the current pastor assessed the situation, “If they were to have stayed, they would 
have had to change their ministry. This congregation wasn’t ready to do urban ministry.” 
 
Seeds of Readiness for Transformation 
 
 Across the seventies to the nineties, River Ridge leaders conducted multiple 
studies beyond the neighborhood assessment. Following the pattern of many other 
congregations during the period, it engaged in long-range planning and goal setting in 
order to organize itself to achieve a better future. It also conducted an extensive study of 
its facility. Those interviewed did not recall the exact estimate, remembering totals 
anywhere from one million to five million dollars to take care of deferred maintenance 
and accessibility for the elderly and physically challenged; a project way beyond their 
means, which consequently opened them to an exploration of relocation.  
Added to these revelations was the larger community’s changing self-perception. 
As the five separate towns grew and bridges spanned the river, the lines between these 
linked communities were hardly noticed, especially by the younger generations and new 
citizens. Those with the freedom of automobile transportation lived, worked, shopped, 
traveled, went to the doctor, to dinner, and to church across all these boundary lines 
everyday. While the World War II generation in the congregation still largely identified 
with River Ridge as their home base, they too carried on their secular lives without 
making much distinction; subconsciously, their “neighborhood” was becoming the Circle 
Five metroplex. Yet when it came to pulling up stakes as a congregation, the old city 
limits seemed critical again.  
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In 1997 the Reverend George Morgan, a retired military chaplain, was called to 
be pastor of the congregation. The membership at the time had declined to 324 
participating members and 125 in average worship attendance, and during the search 
interview with him, members named the need to figure out the congregation’s location. 
Morgan concurred that River Ridge needed to consider its site options and carry out some 
experimentation in worship. Stan Caldwell acknowledged in interview that those who 
wanted to move really only envisioned that this transformation would entail doing the 
same things they had always done in a different location.  
A new degree of financial urgency around its long-term viability pressed the 
congregation to purchase land and a small building in the community of Deerwood, five 
miles away. They held some services and events there, but reached an impasse on 
whether to stay, to sell, to relocate to this property or to another, and/or to build.4 Those 
that didn’t want to leave the downtown building dragged their heels at every turn, tension 
grew, and while they had been talking about this for years, the congregation started to 
fight. Congregants and leaders backed away from this edge, however, and became 
paralyzed by indecision. Stan summed it up: “There was too high a percentage that didn’t 
want to go. We aged in place and turned inward, and we worried about survival more 
than about mission, kingdom.” 
Reverend Morgan, remembered as an exceptional pastor/chaplain, tried to lead the 
congregation by compassion into a change of location and a new future, but it strongly 
                                                
4Ammerman’s extensive study of congregations in changing neighborhoods – Congregation & 
Community – uncovered five common congregational choices: (1) ignore or resist and continue to decline, 
(2) relocate, (3) become niche, (4) adapt and innovate by welcome, and (5) adopt a new identity, categories 
repeated in Studying Congregations, 75. 
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resisted and did not get past the impasse during his tenure. Indeed, he took the brunt of 
conflict near the end, retiring in the fall of 2003. 
 
Church in Transformation 
 
The Corporate Awakening and Securing of  
Pastoral Leadership 
 
 The compelling, immediate need was to fill the empty pulpit. River Ridge 
Christian Church found enough corporate resolve to call upon the assistance of middle 
judicatory leaders; it had always seen itself as very connected to “the Region.” The 
congregational board chair, Janet Black, recruited Stan Caldwell to be the search 
committee chair, and his group determined the congregation needed a longer-term, 
intentional interim pastor and a process of preparing for a new minister.  
The Reverend Fred Porter fit the bill. Though he struggled with serious health 
problems during his tenure and was actually frequently absent from the proceedings, the 
appointed search committee took up the process he provided and ran with it. Across two 
years they steered the congregation through an extensive self-study, including such steps 
as reading Alice Mann’s Can Our Church Live?,5 looking at what other congregations in 
the Region were doing to address their decline, naming its own values and congregational 
norms, and communicating the highlights of this material to the congregation in cottage 
listening sessions. They formed a prayer group to support the process as well, and hosted 
a celebration of their congregational history. The capstone of the process was a 
congregational survey, in which participants responded to questions about what the 
                                                
5Alice Mann, Can Our Church Live? Redeveloping Congregations in Decline (Bethesda, MD: 
The Alban Institute, Inc., 1998). 
 
 
 
50 
congregation should do at this point in time and what kind of minister they should seek. 
The leaders tabulated the results and were surprised at the widespread consensus that, 
yes, they were a congregation deep on the decline side of its lifecycle that needed to start 
moving in the same direction, get out of the building, and find a minister that could lead 
them through this into new life. This resolve was coupled with the more specific desire to 
reach families and youth (85 percent in favor) and the willingness to make moderate to 
significant changes toward these ends (85 percent in favor). They developed pie charts 
and visual aids, secured approval for this direction, and let it serve as the search mandate.  
It didn’t take too long for them to find Pastor Dave Hartley through the 
denominational match-making system, “Search and Call.” He was well educated, full of 
new ideas, energetic, and persuasive, a one-time car salesman. Hartley was interested in 
doing “real ministry,” by which he meant being able to assist in the transformation of 
individuals – “changing lives” – and growing the congregation.  
Always one to do research, Pastor Hartley perceived the potential of the larger 
community. The population of River Ridge was around 38,000, but the population of the 
Circle Five metropolitan area was ten times that. While there were around 300 different 
congregations in this larger community, there were many unchurched. Blue-collar 
workers were still in the majority; 83 percent of the River Ridge population had a high 
school education, while only 19 percent a bachelor’s degree or higher. The median 
household income was about $40,000 at the time. The four other cities had slightly higher 
education levels and elevated incomes, which meant there was potential for diversifying 
their congregation’s socio-economic profile. The majority group was overwhelmingly 
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Caucasian, ranging between 78 percent in River Ridge to 93 percent in Stephenson. 
African Americans were most populous in River Ridge at 17 percent, and Bensonville, 
next door, was home to the largest concentration of Hispanics at 12 percent. A few years 
into transformation, when River Ridge church was worshipping in Bensonville, Pastor 
Hartley noted that he and some of the lay leaders could envision reaching out to the 
Hispanic community in the future, apparently a more palatable multicultural prospect to 
them than had been the downtown African American neighbors. 
Theologically, Pastor Hartley perceived the River Ridge congregation to be “a 
more conservative Disciples church.” By this he meant that they would probably fall 
“right of center, not far right at all, but right of center” on the denominational spectrum. 
Unpacking this, he spoke of them adhering to “traditional, American values of family, 
home, and community” and taking their values from the “authority of the bible.” I 
observed them as also Christ-centered in worship and informal conversations. On 
Roozen, McKinney, and Carroll’s scale of congregational mission orientation, River 
Ridge would likely be “evangelistic,” understanding personal salvation as its mission.6 
Hartley had been raised in and served twelve years as a minister in the acapella 
Churches of Christ, which he described in retrospect as conservative and legalistic. He 
did graduate work within the Christian Churches/Churches of Christ. These two 
communions are streams, along with the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) as the 
third, originating from the broader nineteenth-century Stone-Campbell movement in the 
                                                
6David A. Roozen, William McKinney, and Jackson W. Carroll, Varieties of Religious Presence 
(New York: Pilgrim Press, 1984), 84-6. 
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United States.7 Renouncing that any group has a monopoly on truth, yet still anchored in 
the testimony of scripture, Hartley selected the Disciples as his theological home. On top 
of this, his Doctor of Ministry in homiletics was from a United Church of Christ 
seminary. He thinks of himself and the River Ridge congregation as “eclectic,” a trait that 
shows forth in the way they choose curriculum and study materials, and to what 
denominational and inter-church organizations they devote time. River Ridge attends 
certain denominational events and opportunities for education, especially in the areas of 
evangelism, contemporary worship, and transformation, and it participates in local, united 
Disciples projects, such as constructing an apartment complex for the elderly and sharing 
in Lenten worship services, but it will just as soon entertain sending men to Iron Sharpens 
Iron8 events, interact with a local, private Christian school, and draw upon ideas from 
Pentecostal-leaning megachurches. Their engagement is determined more by whatever 
opportunities show up and meet the congregation where it has a pressing need. River 
Ridge and Reverend Hartley had enough in common theologically for them to extend a 
pastoral call to him. 
Neither the pastor’s or the congregation’s cluster of beliefs and values would 
provoke them to set up theological dividing lines nor, on the other hand, advocate for 
                                                
7See more about the Stone-Campbell Movement in Douglas A. Foster, Paul M. Blowers, Anthony 
L. Dunnavant, and D. Newell Williams, eds., The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement 
(Cambridge, U.K.: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2004)  
 
8Iron Sharpens Iron Conference Network has as mission: “to mobilize regional ministries to 
resource local churches with a first class one-day equipping conference that is specifically designed for 
men age thirteen and older. Their statement of faith is that of the National Association of Evangelicals, and 
can be found at http://www.ironsharpensiron.net/hosting/2.html#statement, [accessed January 8, 2011]. 
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certain causes. The worship leader, Joe Gilroy, described how the Disciples are able to 
hold a wide range of opinion:  
I'll be honest with you. I'm extremely evangelical, pro-life, conservative, Christian 
guy, I really am. And I, my mother is not, and she is a, a pro-choice liberal 
Christian in the same church. I know that there are, there are folks that just think 
completely different than I do. They allow me to be in worship with them at the 
same time. 
 
His report certainly fits with the Disciples historic slogans of “No creed but Christ” and 
“no tests of fellowship,” their respect for individual freedom of belief, and the mantra of 
“in essentials unity, in nonessentials liberty, in all things charity.”9  
As far as the controversial topic of homosexuality, Janet Black considered that “it 
would not be something that we would promote, but they would be accepted.” Pastor 
Hartley referred to the congregation’s practice, though not entirely comfortable with this 
label, as “Don’t Ask/Don’t Tell,” adding that “a gay gentleman” attended River Ridge for 
a while and was welcomed. At the same time, the congregation as a whole likely would 
not warmly welcome an openly active homosexual member or tolerate him or her in 
leadership. Pastor Hartley says he does not “mount the pulpit on issues of political 
concern” and to his remembrance, had never preached a sermon on homosexuality. He 
described his personal position as not getting into others’ “private business,” more 
concerned about “the fruit of the Spirit in an individual’s life,” and too busy with the 
transformation of the congregation to set up such “doctrinal boundaries.” These priorities 
                                                
9Lester G. McAllister and William E. Tucker, Journey in Faith: A History of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) (Saint Louis: CBP Press, 1975), 21, 92. This oft-quoted slogan was original to 
Rupertus Meldenius (possibly Peter Meiderlin, a Lutheran theologian) in Germany in 1626 and was picked 
up later by the Stone-Campbell movement. Of course, this movement eventually argued across the decades 
over what was “essential” and not. 
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also translated into not advocating in the congregation or the societal arena for the visible 
inclusion of gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, or transgender persons, or for their civil rights.  
Pastor Hartley recognized that the River Ridge congregation was in a more 
desperate situation institutionally than other congregations, but also more ready to 
change; he was impressed with their significant work of self-evaluation, their desire to 
pick themselves up from death, and to seriously embark upon a turnaround ministry, even 
if they didn’t know exactly what that might entail. During their negotiations, Reverend 
Hartley described River Ridge Christian as moving from a nineteenth-century church to a 
twenty-first century church. “You’ve done the hard work; now we can do the fun stuff.” 
Concerning the building, Pastor Hartley underlined that the point was their 
transformation into something new, but “since you are so hung up on property, we do 
need to get rid of [it].” Many interviewed in this project concurred that they had needed a 
leader who would “give them a kick in the pants.” Pastor Hartley quipped to me: 
“Maybe, I don’t know, I came in blind and stupid, had no fear, and just did it!” The 
match was made and the Hartley family arrived in the summer of 2005. Across the board, 
interviewees surmised that their journey of congregational transformation began 
somewhere within the timeframe of the interim study and the call of Pastor Hartley. 
 
And They’re off! Phase One of Transformation: Discerning  
Identity, Purpose, Mission, and Vision 
 
 Only five months later, the leaders of River Ridge Christian Church were 
presenting the “140 x 140 Challenge” to the congregation for approval. This challenge 
included adopting a vision statement, putting the church building up for sale, moving out 
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into temporary facilities, focusing on ministry to people, particularly to become “family-
friendly,” and achieving 140 people in worship by the congregation’s 140th anniversary in 
May of 2008. 
 Pastor Hartley had put his mind to developing a strategy and timeline for action, 
building upon the findings of the interim steering group. First of all, he concurred with 
the framework of congregational lifecycle theory,10 which holds that congregations 
follow a bell curve in their development. They begin up the side of the bell curve with a 
vision and mission in a burst of dynamism, gathering adherents, developing the necessary 
organizational structure, and involving parishioners in programming that carries out that 
mission. An almost inevitable plateau sets in when maintaining the structure and current 
programming becomes more important than the mission. The enterprise loses steam and 
the congregation ceases to attract others, which is the beginning of the decline to death 
side of the bell curve. Consultant George Bullard claims that in order to break this 
progression, a declining congregation needs to return to the matching point on the 
opposite, growing side of the bell curve and rebuild from there. The further down and 
closer to institutional demise that the congregation finds itself, the logic runs, the earlier 
on the start up side it must return. On top of this, the transition back to babyhood must 
occur more quickly the nearer to death, indeed in six to eighteen months.11 Pastor Hartley 
and the leadership took this to heart, intending to be born again with a new vision and 
mission, new programming, less organizational baggage, and no building. Pastor Hartley 
                                                
10For more background information and commentary on this theory, see chapter one.  
 
11Bullard, Pursuing the Full Kingdom Potential, 92. 
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shared with me an axiom of church planters: “It’s easier to give birth than to raise the 
dead!” Five years into congregational transformation, he mused that he was actually 
trying to be a church planter who raises the dead. Outsiders often ask him why he hadn’t 
chosen instead to close the River Ridge congregation and start over as a new church start, 
to which he would simply reply, “That’s a good question!” 
 Secondly, Hartley reasoned that the congregation needed to rally around a new 
mission/vision statement, which he, like a church planter, would cast. He drew upon the 
congregation’s mission statement from 2002, which he judged beautiful but wordy and 
unknown by most, reducing it to “Praise God, Serve Others, and Grow in Christ.” He 
clarified that, normally, he would have run this through a process or listening groups, but 
this wording “was so positively received” that he proposed it directly. It was crisp, 
memorable, positive, forward moving, and authentic to the faith and their history, a ready 
response to any who asked what River Ridge Christian Church was about, and this phrase 
soon nurtured congregational solidarity. Hand motions were attached to the three 
movements and it became a regular, joyful practice of worship. The worship leader 
would ask, “What do we do?” and the congregation would respond, lifting their arms 
above their heads, “Praise God,” hands extended in front, “Serve others,” and arms 
moving up and out, swaying like a tree, “Grow in Christ.” The statement was printed 
everywhere, repeated, and often tightened further to “Praise, Serve, Grow,” or even 
“PSG.” There is presently no thought of changing this; “it captures what we want to be as 
a church,” Pastor Hartley explained, “Lots can go under the three parts of this umbrella.” 
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 A third rationale for the Challenge was that the congregation needed to get clear 
that the nature of the church is to be “on a mission to reach out to people.” This meant 
deconstructing at least three beliefs and ways of being into which they had fallen: (1) the 
idea that the church is its building, and that its purpose is to maintain itself and its 
property, (2) the lived purpose of being a social club for themselves, a closed group that 
didn’t really want newcomers, and (3) the limiting identity as a River Ridge church, when 
in actuality they drew members from both sides of the river, and from all four of the 
adjacent and interstate-linked cities. In striking, though unconscious, similitude to the 
early Stone/Campbell movement, which had a propensity for creating slogans to 
communicate who it was and what it was about, Pastor Hartley used pithy phrases, which 
River Ridge members appropriated and retained: “People not property,” “The Church is 
not the building; it’s the people,” and “Mission, not maintenance,” to name the most 
prominent. Pastor Hartley also intentionally changed other “church” language. Having 
left their downtown location and meeting in rented spaces, the congregation was coached 
to speak of the space as “The Worship Center” and the worship service was called “The 
Gathering,” and whenever a member slipped into: “I’m going to the church,” he would 
playfully chide, “I thought you were the church.” To underline the expanse of their 
mission context, Pastor Hartley and the leaders referred directly to the congregation as a 
“Circle Five church,” not a “River Ridge church.”  
 As a fourth component, Hartley exercised a different, more directive, leadership 
style, compatible with that of a church planter and in line with George Bullard’s guiding 
phrase: “pastor-led, board-protected.” He forged ahead, with some consultation and in 
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line with finances, according to the interim survey’s mandate, to: (1) reach out to the 
younger generations, and (2) make moderate to significant change. In short order, even 
before they moved out of the old building, a new worship leader/musician was hired, the 
choir was released, and a contemporay Christian band was developed. New, cleaner 
technology for video projection and sound was procured, a new program of Christian 
Education for children was initiated, new logos, signage, and a website were designed to 
bring new people “outside-in.”  
The more “pastor-led” style was also lodged in the literature of missional church, 
which perceives leadership as “key to the formation of missional communities” and 
“leading from the front,” though not “solo,” as the new, appropriate way. It also contends 
that a more agile congregation, with fewer required layers of permission, allows the 
pastor and congregation to freely and promptly interact with the mission field.12  
The leaders also drew upon church-size theory.13 It purports that growing from a 
“pastoral-size” (50-150 in worship) to a “program-size” congregation (150-350 in 
worship) is the most challenging of transitions, requiring the pastoral leader to shift to 
delegating his or her presence and authority, spending less time in pastoral care and 
chaplain-style activities and more upon vision, program, and training of other leaders. 
Thereby, the congregation is also constrained to let go of certain expectations of one-on-
one relationship with the pastor. To achieve all this and in stark contrast to the previous 
                                                
12Guder, Missional Church, particularly chapters 7 and 8. 
 
13Arlin J. Rothauge, Sizing Up A Congregation: for New Member Ministry (New York: The 
Episcopal Church Center, undated), 23-30, Alice Mann, The In-Between Church: Navigating Size 
Transitions in Congregations (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, Inc., 1998), particularly chapter 3, and 
Beth Ann Gaede, ed., Size Transitions in Congregations (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, Inc., 2001).  
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minister, Pastor Hartley intentionally made fewer visits, a step that remains a source of 
confusion and disappointment to a slice of the current membership.  
The objections he heard to several of these leadership style initiatives reinforced 
Pastor Hartley’s resolve to adopt a different leadership approach to conflict. While he had 
an “open door policy” toward those that disagreed with the new direction and its changes, 
listened to them and tried to win them over, he did not acquiesce to their demands or back 
down in the face of conflict, as he interpreted had occurred in prior times. Therefore, in 
this new, directive style, he focused upon the vision, reiterating it at every turn, persisting 
in it, and letting it drive what they did.  
 Pastor Hartley first presented the 140 x 140 Challenge to the congregation’s 
Executive Committee, saying, “Here’s what we need to do.” Stan noted that “after they 
had picked their jaws up off the table,” speechless before this proposal and the short time 
span in which they would have to meet its goals, the group began to talk themselves into 
it, deciding instead, “Why not?” Once approved by them, in good Disciples fashion, these 
lay leaders took responsibility for working it through a process toward the congregational 
vote; Hartley’s new, directive, pastoral leadership style astutely became collaborative and 
even took a back seat to the will of the larger body at this juncture, the first step toward 
the congregation coming to “own” this vision and its changes as their own. Four former 
board chairs lent their influential support to this Challenge and at every point of 
communication, the lay leaders also reminded their fellow members that this proposal 
was the product of what the congregation had already agreed to during the interim. After 
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substantial preparation, the River Ridge leaders recommended the 140 x140 Challenge to 
the entire congregation at its January 2006 meeting and the church body adopted it.  
 Meeting the Challenge took everyone working together and touched every aspect 
of how they were living church. The machinery of implementation that lay leaders had 
put on paper before the vote was immediately activated. Concerning the facilities alone, 
the old building was put up for sale, a rental site was secured, and multiple teams took 
care of the logistics of moving and setting up there as a “nomadic church.”14 Mother’s 
Day 2006 was the last worship service in the dear, old sanctuary under the Christ 
window, and the place was packed. Fifteen people opted to join and be baptized that 
Sunday. The very next Sunday, River Ridge Christian Church was worshipping on the 
main level of a downtown office tower a few blocks east. 
 On their own, interviewees did not recollect that any particular attention was 
given to the grieving process as they left one location and one way of being for another. 
Pastor Hartley recalled that he did a couple of sermons on the five stages of grief,15 
illustrating each with computer emoticons, projected upon the screen; he thought it best 
to address the grief in a lighthearted way, and the congregation gave him very positive 
feedback on them at the time. Upon further reflection, during his second interview, Stan 
concluded that the celebration of their history during the interim and the last worship 
service itself had helped people with their sadness, though there was no intentionality 
                                                
14Bill Easum and Pete Theodore, The Nomadic Church: Grow Your Congregation Without 
Owning The Building (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2005), 12. The definition is: “a local church that meets 
in someone else’s space, which is not a traditional church building, for an extended period of time, in order 
to conduct corporate worship and other ministries.” 
 
15Elisabeth Kubler-Ross, On Death and Dying (New York: Macmillan, 1969). The five identified 
stages are: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. 
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about that or specific ritual around it. He continued, “For us, I think a lot of the grief 
happened, just by our deciding to move, and we had been in some respects, grieving for 
the place for years and not only grieving for the place but grieving for the old times, the 
things that used to be, but weren’t anymore.”  
 A surprise glitch in River Ridge’s transformation journey came as a long-time 
inactive congregant, dealing in his own way with his grief and guilt, after the vote in 
favor of the 140 x 140 Challenge, applied to the city for the church building to be 
designated a historic landmark. Had this been successful, the congregation would not 
have been able to change the church building except to restore it and, if sold, the seller 
would have needed to maintain it as it was. The city’s Historical Preservation 
Commission determined that the facility should indeed be a landmark, which provoked 
an appeal by the congregation to the mayor and the city council. The gist of their 
attorney’s argument was that the current congregation did not have the resources to 
restore the structure nor to maintain it as it was, and that the congregation should have the 
freedom to determine their own future, sell the building, and liquidate its assets in order 
to carry out its mission and ministry. Members on both sides of the issue attended the 
hearing and gave testimony; the council decided in favor of the appeal. Most of the 
individuals that resisted this direction, either in court or privately, parted ways with the 
congregation and united with other, usually Disciples congregations in the area. 
 Dealing with leaving members became a theme of this entire dissertation project. 
Interviewees in all three case-studies spoke of both inactive and active members who 
could not stomach leaving the old and adopting the new. In the case of River Ridge, one 
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woman took her anger and grief to the local television stations, which aired her feelings 
before the viewers. Some of the parishioners that remained were very pained by these 
departures, though resigned, while others were matter of fact, almost stoic: “for the most 
part what happened is an amicable parting of the ways, so mainly they had just said, ‘this 
doesn't fit, where we’re going isn't where we want to go, so we will go somewhere else,’ 
and they are somewhere else, and that's fine, you hate to lose them but if it's best for them 
that's fine.”  The executive administrator of the congregation, whose ancestors were 
among the charter members of River Ridge, concluded:  
So I think that God brought me here for a reason and I felt called to this position, 
that maybe I’m supposed to help some of these people through it. The ones that 
were already gone, there wasn’t anything I could do for, cause they were gone by 
the time I moved back here. But the ones that were left that were still hanging on 
to the idealism of having a building, that building, not just any building, but that 
one, I’ve been able to talk to them and to help them through that process.  
 
All had to come to terms with those who parted and learn to bless them on their way. 
 Throughout the journey of transformation, the leadership pressed for various 
changes using multiple rationales, some explicitly theological, as in the case of the 
argument of “church” and “mission,” and others based upon arguments of expediency.16 
Often this labor would fall into either “defining against” what had been before or 
“defining for” the newly adopted direction and the vision. The majority of the 
congregation came to see the valor of these arguments: how the building had held them 
back from doing ministry, how certain worship traditions had become unthinking habits, 
                                                
16Alexander Campbell, “Expediency,” The Christian System (Nashville: Gospel Advocate 
Reprints, 1980), 71-5, distinguished between biblical injunctions and decisions that could be made on the 
basis of “expediency,” a “law” that he defines as “adopting the best present means of attaining any given 
end,” otherwise referred to as “wisdom,” “prudence,” and the “good sense of the community.” Expediency 
was not to be the standard of ecclesial decision-making except in the absence of an express biblical 
command from God.  
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and how generational preferences had kept them from attracting the younger cohorts. The 
leadership made use of this awareness to point even more clearly to opposite behaviors, 
that is, to focus upon mission over maintenance, not to get stuck in one rut, and to ask 
constantly what changes would render the congregation more youth and family-friendly. 
Words like “tradition,” “ritual,” “the past,” and “old” were often cast in a negative light. 
On other occasions, the emphasis was laid upon what the congregation was for: “the 
mission,” “the vision,” “growth,” “reaching others,” “praise, serve, grow,” and how the 
proposed changes would further these purposes. 
 Given the judicial ruling in their favor, the congregation conducted an auction and 
sold virtually everything, from tables to plaques, dishes to pews, and liquidated it for 
start-up ministry funding. One interviewee acknowledged that this step also helped insure 
that they could not return to the building if they were to get cold feet. They gave special 
attention to the historical archives, and the Christ window was carefully stored in 
anticipation of incorporating it into a new building at some point in the future.  
 River Ridge Christian Church received a great deal of free publicity in the course 
of meeting their Challenge. Their proceedings was “news” to the local papers, and due to 
remnants of the favored status that mainline Protestants have enjoyed in American 
society,17 still potent in its area of the country, the local community access television 
station continues to broadcast River Ridge’ Sunday worship services mid-week. 
 Generally, members could not name for me all the places they had worshipped as 
nomads over the last five years, or in sequence, but five sites served River Ridge Church 
                                                
17Among others, see Williams, preface to A Case Study of Mainstream Protestantism, and 
Ammerman, Pillars of Faith, 272-3. 
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as worship space after their departure: an office building, a convention center, a former 
restaurant, the high school theater, and the current retail space, most after a measure of 
remodeling. The congregation accepted month-to-month leases for mutual flexibility and 
the best financial deal, staying as briefly as two months and as much (so far) as four 
years. Their term at the convention center was remembered as the most challenging and 
the band the most valued personnel, as there, they were required to set up and break down 
every Sunday. The resource Nomadic Church was employed to help leaders and the 
general membership adjust to this new state of being and the moniker really took hold 
among the membership. One parishioner concluded that being nomadic had gone more 
smoothly than he had thought it would, “We can make a home anywhere now; we know 
that now, you know, wherever we decide is going to be home, that will be home and we 
will be fine there.”  
At this writing, the former River Ridge church building has not sold. Over the 
decades since World War II congregational members had relaxed in the mistaken 
impression that their building and the land upon which it sat was extremely valuable and 
would be marketable no matter the changing community. Another impediment has been 
the unrealized revitalization of downtown River Ridge and the national economic 
downturn of 2008, which still lingers as a recession. 
 
Further Changes to Construct a New Ecclesial Identity 
 The nature of the transformation of the River Ridge congregation was an ongoing 
process, evolving along all avenues and in an iterative, overlapping fashion, all at once. 
Beyond the staffing changes already identified, the congregation called a minister of 
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visitation to address the substantial pastoral care needs of the elderly as the senior pastor 
focused on other priorities, and hired a new executive administrator. This team of part-
time staff served to raise hopes and galvanize energy for the new vision.  
One of the first items upon which the staff and lay leaders intently worked was 
improving the congregation’s welcome to worship visitors and the quality of community 
life by training members in the art of greeting new people and by instituting the 
Connections Café. In its “before” practices, River Ridge had a single coffee urn sitting in 
the basement before the worship service, difficult to locate, where only a handful of 
attendees hung out. There was no social time after the service either. The new Café is the 
gathering time before the worship service, featuring a coffee/donut kiosk in an inviting 
arrangement of tables and chairs, just a few steps away from the building’s entrance. The 
Sundays I worshipped at River Ridge, this mingling space was always abuzz with visitors 
and regulars, and their conversation and laughter overflowed into the worship space as 
the participants entered, drinks in hand.  
Interviewees also praised the change from the dark, dreary ambiance of the old 
sanctuary to the bright, flexible, worship space of the present. This, its latest leased 
location is a former mattress store in a mini strip mall, and its neighbor, a pawnshop, a 
reality to which members are at the same time averse and positive, seeing it as an 
opportunity for evangelism, although I perceived very little intermingling of the clientele. 
The current church site sits just a couple of long blocks from the major north south 
interstate and right on a long east-west corridor, both of which facilitate access by Circle 
Five inhabitants. 
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It is now the sound of the band’s first piece that signals the youth and adults into 
worship from the Connections Café or their Sunday school classes. They move into the 
rows of blue-padded, straight-back chairs facing the chancel platform, while the children 
go to “Discovery Land,” in an education room next to the worship space. A floor to 
ceiling video screen, upon which lyrics and images, are projected, has replaced the 
stained glass Christ window. Joe Gilroy plays the electronic keyboard on the right 
chancel, flanked by two rows of musicians on drums and guitars and two or three female 
singers, along with corresponding amplifiers and microphones. On the left side sits the 
clear plexiglas lectern and communion table, set with a loaf of bread and a chalice.  
The style of worship is now totally a contemporary one. The paper worship 
bulletin is currently just a few bullet points, supplemented by colorful contemporary 
pictures, the congregational vocational statement, a visitor registration form, and 
advertisements for upcoming events. While playing, Joe welcomes people into singing 
the first of three consecutive songs. One Sunday they were: “God of Wonders,” “God 
You Reign,” and “I Stand in Awe,” examples of what Joe explained was the “vertical 
style” hymn that deals with the relationship with God, while at other times he selects the 
“horizontal,” emphasizing our human relationships. At least one or two of the morning 
pieces are updated versions of old hymns; this Sunday they were “Jesus, Lover of My 
Soul” and “I Need Thee Every Hour.” The congregation sings along to the lyrics and 
visuals on the screen, most rising to participate, including the elderly, some swaying, 
clapping, or raising a hand. Those who think it all too loud tend to sit on the left, and sit 
down by the second or third song. A senior church member reflected that the older ones 
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don’t like this music, but are willing to live with it, “because the church is their church 
and the people are their people,” an adjustment of mind he attributed to the pastor’s 
teaching about the church being the people. On another occasion, a female congregational 
leader admitted her earlier reluctance to give up the formal and traditional, but that now 
when she attends such a service somewhere else, she can’t wait to return to River Ridge, 
because comparatively: “We’re so alive!” 
After the worship leader prays, Pastor Hartley comes to the center chancel to 
welcome the congregation, reiterate their Praise, Serve, Grow identity, and show a 
humorous video clip on the nature of the church or some pertinent religious topic related 
to the sermon theme of the day and relevant to the unchurched. A lay elder, coached by 
Pastor Hartley to do so with a personal touch and more extemporaneously, so that the text 
comes alive for the listeners, reads the day’s bible passage. Following his own advice, the 
pastor returns to the chancel to preach, not from behind the lectern, but from the center in 
front of the screen, where corresponding pictorials and main points are shown. He 
normally warms up the group with a joke and then, in an interactive, conversational style, 
only a sketchy outline concealed in his bible, delivers the message. Mindful that different 
people have different learning styles, he sometimes incorporates props. During my 
research stay, the sermon topics ran the gamut from the Holy Spirit as our best friend, to 
the qualities of “An Excellent Wife.” The opinion across generational groups at River 
Ridge is unanimous: the pastor’s preaching is exceptionally good; it is biblical and 
focuses upon Jesus Christ, values upon which they all agree.  
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Attention next shifts to the left side of the chancel, where the lay elders preside 
over offering and communion. The celebration of the Lord’s Supper is still a weekly 
practice of remembrance, and I noticed them repeating themes of the sacrifice of Jesus 
Christ and the forgiveness of our sins. The changes that they made in the practice of 
communion were minimal, though even these incurred protest and resistance: (1) the 
presiding lay elder was encouraged to be more personal and extemporaneous in the 
invitation to the Table, and (2) the deacons brought the trays of bread wafers and cups 
forward from the back to serve the rows instead of coming up on the chancel to receive 
them and serving each other in front of the congregation before filing down to pass the 
elements to the congregants. These two shifts correspond to aims of being less formal and 
ritualistic, and becoming a more streamlined, crisp, and yet relaxed, service, one that does 
not pull down the energy of participants. Pastor Hartley reluctantly allowed the wooden 
communion table from the old sanctuary, to which a few are strongly attached, to rest at 
the back of this worship space, and from here the deacons procure the trays for service. 
Any experimentation in the practice of communion and education about its meaning is 
mostly relegated to special worship services and to the new Saturday night worship 
service called “The Altar.”18 
During our focus group on the topic of what it means to be “church,” the dialogue 
between two men, one in his seventies and the other in his twenties poignantly delineated 
the contrast of expectations around worship and ecclesial identity at River Ridge:  
Tom:     And there are people in this congregation that miss seeing the risen  
                                                
18More information about this new worship service can be found later in this chapter. 
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Christ. And I for one visit with a lot of the older generation that miss seeing the 
risen Christ at the old building. (referring to the window) 
 
Interviewer: Oh.  Interesting.  So that’s one thing that’s changed 
 
Tom: Big time. 
 
Interviewer: in the transformation. 
 
Tom: Very much so. And it’s affected them to the extent of leaving this 
congregation. 
 
Justin: Of course, I think that’s a cultural shift that River Ridge Christian Church 
is going towards. Because I know speaking from my generation, it is, we look at 
that as and, I use this term only in the way that it is perceived, as a relic. It is 
something of the past. It is an item. It is not; we see the risen Christ in our lives, in 
the church. We see it, you know, more proverbially than a picture. You know, that 
is, that’s part of the culture shift River Ridge Christian Church is going towards, 
you know, we are the church, we are the risen Christ, not the picture of. 
 
In another transformational direction, River Ridge intentionally revised and 
started new learning opportunities, called “Life Groups,” to deepen the experience of 
faith formation in the congregation and in some cases to take up service projects, in one 
for instance, relating to the local battered women’s shelter. The congregation has added 
and redesigned groups and activities for the men in order to promote male bonding, faith 
growth, and church participation; the children and youth ministries have been reactivated.  
The traditional adult Sunday school class – the “Loyal Crusaders” – was left untouched. 
In line with the literature on church size transition, Pastor Hartley envisions that these 
small groups will also help to cover elements of pastoral care that he cannot. He would 
like to see the groups multiply and grow, though progress in this, as in many 
congregations, is slow, as groups are reluctant to divide and leaders difficult to recruit.  
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 Another traditional medium for small group faith interaction has been the 
women’s ministry. Since 1950 the Christian Women’s Fellowship (CWF) had been a 
major force for congregational leadership development, learning, and mission giving. It 
also was not able to satisfactorily bridge the gap between the women of the GI and Silent 
generations on the one hand and the Boomer and younger generational cohorts. So as 
River Ridge pursued change that would draw in younger women and the denomination 
changed the name to “Disciples Women,” the River Ridge leadership took the 
opportunity to end CWF and seek a new way, settling on the nondenominational 
organization called “Girlfriends Unlimited.”19 This new approach has indeed attracted 
some younger women, but critics are not at all sure it sufficiently emphasizes mission-
giving and hands-on service. As long as the elder women’s circles are retained, they 
murmur less, but even this much progress has taken a full two years.  
Another major transformation is underway in the culture of decision-making and 
the manner in which lay leaders serve through the organizational structure. River Ridge 
Christian Church continues to be organized under a congregational polity, in which the 
congregation has the ultimate authority over itself in matters of belief, practice, property, 
and leadership, making decisions by vote and majority rule, and an elected board of lay 
leaders, elders and deacons, meets quarterly to determine policy and oversee some other 
matters of programming, but the unwieldy size of these groups, even in the 1980s, led 
them to lean upon the smaller Executive Committee of the board as the core leadership, 
                                                
19Girlfriends Unlimited is a curricular resource for women’s ministry published by Group 
Publishing, whose mission is to: “equip churches to help children, youth, and adults grow in their 
relationship with Jesus,” http://www.group.com, [accessed August, 26, 2011]. 
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only intensifing during the journey of transformation. In another vein, the congregation 
has not yet revised its constitution and by-laws; trying to stay within the spirit of the 
document, but not be fettered by it, it is opting for flexibility in its standing committees, 
currently depending upon small work groups of staff and volunteers who are particularly 
passionate about specific areas of ministry. 
 The monthly Executive Committee meetings have adopted some new habits. 
Robert’s Rules of Order, competition, debate, and voting are no longer the norm; they 
have learned to practice open dialogue, developed the ability to disagree without being 
disagreeable, and to work toward a consensus decision. If a consensus is not forthcoming, 
the committee keeps the lines of communication open and waits until another meeting to 
revisit the issue, also trying to gage the readiness for various action steps beyond 
themselves. The main objective of the committee is to come to decisions that match the 
vision, to leave with a unified voice, a practice that they refer to as “alignment,”20 and to 
steer the congregation in this direction. The pastor and the Executive Committee see 
themselves working together very much as a team and with transparency.  
As the one theologically trained, Pastor Hartley educates the other leaders and 
offers new ideas. He frequently “assigns” the staff and lay leaders chapters to read that 
explain why he wants to move in a certain direction, a trait which they respect, because 
the congregation generally gives authority to empirical research, studies, and 
knowledgeable people. Pastor Hartley, for his part, compliments this congregation as 
                                                
20“Alignment” refers to the state of a leadership group at River Ridge when it has arrived at a 
level of acceptance of the group’s final decision, even if all the members do not agree with all aspects of it, 
a point at which they commit to publicly support the decision and present a united leadership front. 
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being “teachable.” In explaining changes to others in the congregation, the lay leaders are 
also combating past negative patterns of undercutting the pastoral leader.  
 Another shift is that they have resurrected the Pastor’s Cabinet, revising its 
standing committees into “ministry teams,” with fewer but more passionate members, 
meeting less often and more for coordination than approvals, with the overall effect of 
streamlined flexibility. The pastor uses the Cabinet to communicate how all this activity 
fits and furthers the corporate vision. 
The meetings of the sixty-member board have been the slowest to change; once 
elders are elected, they continue on the board for life, and some members still bring up 
grievances of twenty or forty years ago, struggling with others over power and control. 
Pastor Hartley has tried to instill in this body some of the Executive Committee’s new 
habits, such as celebrating new ministries over reports, but with limited success.  
Another target for change is the nominating process, the pastor pressing the 
leadership to seek others prayerfully and on the basis of their spiritual gifts and sense of 
call. He teaches that this way has integrity with the vision of “praise, serve, grow,” and 
enables congregational leaders to better weather the inevitable challenges that come with 
congregational transformation. 
 
Phase Two of the Transformation Journey 
 
In Pastor Hartley’s retrospective assessment, River Ridge had been carrying out 
Phase One of its transformation, and by the summer of 2010, was entering Phase Two, 
one that would “help a person become a follower of Christ, or to put it another way, to 
praise God, serve others, and grow in Christ.” He acknowledged that prior to this stage, 
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the approach at River Ridge was “shotgun:” “Here are a few programs and activities and 
we hope you’ll get involved.” Stan Caldwell agreed that the programs of the past were 
“aimed in the right direction but not in a coordinated way, not in a process way [for 
making disciples].” So Pastor Hartley introduced the staff and Executive Committee to 
concepts from The Simple Church21 and Girlfriends Unlimited, resulting in a customized 
design they have named “The Growth Track.” It is a four stage path to discipleship. First, 
congregants befriend the visitor or newcomer through the greeters and the evangelism 
team, or the Connections Café and small groups, cultivating these relationships until 
these newer people feel that they belong to this body (the second step). Third, members 
invite them into opportunities of learning, by which they come to believe, meaning that 
they grow in knowledge, commitment, and spirituality. The final stage is that they 
become leaders in the church able to shepherd others through this process. 
Congregational leaders concur that improving the congregation’s financial health 
and stewardship education is obligatory. Lacking a strong practice of pledging and 
tithing, the congregation’s tune has been: “We’ve always made it; we always will.” There 
are a number of very vocal, complaining, non-givers, the congregation is currently barely 
breaking even from month to month, and it is coming to the end of the funds from the 
sale of the Deerwood property and the auction. The old church building has not sold, 
giving from new and younger members hasn’t become regular or abundant, and the 
economy has pinched pockets. In fact, River Ridge abandoned a capital fund drive in 
2008 due to the recession. No one wants to tap the endowment of over $200,000 or sell 
                                                
21Thom S. Rainer and Eric Geiger, Simple Church (Nashville, TN: B&H Publishing Group, 2006). 
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the parsonage unless forced, so they have made budget cutbacks and developed multiple, 
creative fundraisers to span the chasm. Church fundraising is ubiquitous in the Circle 
Five context, but the leaders framed recent efforts as opportunities to get the word out 
about River Ridge Christian Church, to invite people outside in, and to strengthen 
congregational bonds, over just raising money. Pastor Hartley has addressed giving in a 
few sermons, but a systematic approach to stewardship education is yet on the horizon. 
Phase Two has also included the launch of a second worship service, Saturday 
nights once a month, designed to correspond particularly, though not exclusively, to 
Generation X and the Millennials.22 Pastor Hartley does not often speak of the 
“postmodern” contextual shift nor “emergent church” as the motivation or aim of this 
service, but he admits that it seeks to be multisensory, participatory, authentic, 
experiential, movement oriented, and existential,23 reasoning that the newer generations 
want “meaningful practices, not mere ritual.” The Altar service also simply offers another 
time for people to plug into the congregation, paving the way for numerical growth. The 
two Altar services I attended during my residential research were very similar to the 
Sunday morning service except that they used incense, broke into small groups for 
dialogue with impromptu prayer, and celebrated communion in other, varied ways.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
22While the nomenclature of these generational cohorts and the dividing years are designated 
variously across the literature, “Generation X” generally refers to the generational group after the Baby 
Boom, therefore between 1965 and roughly 1982. “Millennials” are also sometimes known as “Generation 
Y,” with approximate birth dates between 1982 and 2000.  
 
23This list was one that Pastor Hartley worked from, without an attribution. 
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Projections for On-going Transformation 
 
Pastor Hartley predicts that the leaders will need to do more education around 
their “outside-in” strategy in the near future. River Ridge members I interviewed, except 
for one, did not mention this strategy by name, though they had frequently heard that they 
should “invite, invite, invite.” Planners of congregational events who understand the 
outside-in strategy would be asking: “Who new is being invited?” and “How is this 
helping her or him grow?” two questions that dovetail with the Growth Track. Pastor 
Hartley recognizes that the congregation should be “partnering” with its parishioners to 
reach out and evangelize, in short, to become a “Great Commission Church,” and another 
way he expresses this mandate is: “we are answering Jesus’ prayer for workers in the 
harvest; as we go out, we bring them in.” Stan added, “Yeah, the church gathered is 
important; the church scattered is important, and that’s not necessarily something as clear 
to people, that the scattering also is church.” 
The year before River Ridge embarked upon its more intentional transformation 
journey, which I’m dating at 2005, the congregation reported 760 members on the roll, 
271 “participating,” a designation which signifies a minimum of attendance once a year, 
giving, or showing some continuing interest in the congregation, and 81 in average 
worship attendance. After the arrival of Pastor Hartley, the average worship attendance 
increased almost every year, gaining to a high of about 120. The congregation did also 
achieve their goal of 140 in worship on the one Sunday of their 140th anniversary, but 
according to Pastor Hartley, average worship attendance has now settled back to around 
100. Even so, River Ridge Christian Church has received a total of 107 new members 
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during these years of transformation (as of 2009), recognized by the denomination in 
2006 for the high number of baptisms and in 2008 by the Region as an “Effective, 
Faithful, and Innovative” congregation. The latest report to the Disciples Yearbook 
indicates that River Ridge has 253 members on the roll, 253 participating, and 83 in 
average worship attendance.  
A different indicator of vitality is the changing demographic of the congregation. 
Just as they set out to achieve as part of the 140 x 140 Challenge, it has turned younger, 
the average age now down from sixty-five to forty or fifty, with “a real mix” in terms of 
working and retired folks, blue and white collar, as well as family configurations. Pastor 
Hartley surmises that River Ridge congregation reflects the larger community, excepting 
ethic minority groups. Any given Sunday, the ratio of new to long-term members is 
mounting, now at about 40 to 60.  
The increased number of visitors and returnees is impressive. Tracking this 
statistic during the summer of 2010, staff discovered that the services are indeed 
attracting younger first time visitors; 61 percent of all of them between nineteen and 
forty-nine, and 28 percent twenty-five to thirty-four years old. Out of all the new faces, 
44 percent are return visitors, and they come from all the cities in the Circle Five area. 
Even congregational members who had harbored reservations about the changes 
associated with transformation admitted that had the congregation decided to maintain 
the status quo in the old location, it would not exist today.  
Meanwhile, River Ridge leaders realize that it is time to reinforce the basics of 
transformation that they worked to establish in Phase One, because with new people 
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always arriving and regular members far too easily forgetting and resuming old habits 
and patterns, a phenomenon that Pastor Hartley named “the rubberband effect,” the vision 
of church and its practices must be re-inscribed. His goal for congregational 
transformation is to “fill the void” left when old, empty habits, devoid of meaning, are 
given up, and to fill them “with theological reasons,” thereby rendering the newly 
adopted habits, “theological practices.”24 
                                                
24Compare Pastor Hartley’s expression here to Browning’s “theory-laden practices” and 
Fulkerson’s argument that both “inscription” (written traditions) and  “incorporation” (bodily performance) 
are integral to ecclesial practices. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology, 5-7. Fulkerson, 43, 83-4. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
OPTING FOR HEALING: CITYSIDE CHRISTIAN  
CHURCH (DISCIPLES OF CHRIST) 
 
 
Church Before Transformation 
  
It is not their neighborhood anymore. They drive in on Sundays from the suburbs 
of Greater Dover, over the interstates and through myriad urban clusters, into the city’s 
south side. Since the streets and the people have so changed from the old Cityside, these 
churchgoers now feel much less secure, and are relieved when they spot the tall, black 
fence and, inside this enclosure, the familiar red and beige bricks of their church building. 
This morning, they hope they will find nothing amiss, because not long before, one of the 
church elders’ cars had been stolen directly from the parking lot, and considering the 
unpredictability of the apartment dwellers next door, particularly the children and youth, 
the congregation now opens the gate on Sundays only for the regular worshippers. 
 The members of the congregation take pride in their church building, especially 
as, at its origin, it was specifically constructed for the professional African American 
residents of Cityside – teachers, lawyers, doctors, and small business owners. The first 
building went up in 1957, consisting of an upstairs sanctuary and fellowship hall, with 
classrooms and a kitchen in the high basement. Etched in concrete on the side of the 
building near its original entrance are the words: “For All People.”  
In 1979 the members of the congregation saw their way clear to construct “the 
main side:” an addition with a larger sanctuary and office space, which relocated the 
principle entrance south, away from those words and the neighbors next door. They later 
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also annexed a brick storage room and developed the small green space to the rear with 
playground equipment to accommodate a day care. Ample, blacktopped parking wraps 
around the front and side of the complex. They have heard that other Disciples in the area 
admire their campus, as it is well appointed and relatively new, and the members of 
Cityside Christian credit those that went before for this church building, especially the 
Holden and Reed families, because at every juncture, they and the congregation did what 
was necessary to maintain and improve it. 
 Upon entering the main side of the church building on Sunday mornings, it is 
customary for the members to greet one another in the small, paneled narthex. Not too 
many visitors come to worship these days; most of the worshippers are extended family, 
uncles, aunts, and cousins to the Reeds and Holdens. Attendees that are not attached to 
these two families, or have not been members of Cityside very long, tend to defer to 
them, because being Disciples of Christ for a long time, these are the members who know 
what should be done, how it should be done, and who should do it. These are also the 
people in the congregation who give tacit permission to others to serve in various 
capacities, and subtly, but forcefully, ‘police’ the church, seemingly able even to hold the 
pastor in check. So worshippers arrive with furtive caution.  
 It is the practice in this black church for worshippers to wait briefly outside the 
closed sanctuary doors until the uniformed and gloved ushers admit them. The singing 
and announcements have already begun inside, and it is not difficult at all to find one’s 
regular seat, because overall attendance has slipped since the last pastor left. While 
worshippers trickle in to join the proceedings, their eyes meeting others to nod or smile, 
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they also take in the look of the place: its attractive red carpeting and upholstered pews, 
the blonde wood, the divided chancel with the choir on the left, the pastor’s chair and 
pulpit on the right, and the communion table in the center. Dominating one’s view, 
behind the table, is the red-tiled chancel wall, inlaid with a white wine cup and a red x-
shaped cross – a reverse-color symbol of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ). 
While many Cityside members do not know how this symbol came about or its deeper 
meanings, most are aware that it signifies the kind of denominational group of which 
Cityside is a part, not a Baptist or Pentecostal church, but the same type of church that the 
Holdens and Reeds came out of in Alabama. 
 The worship service at Cityside has been described by some African Americans 
as “high church,” even “uppity,” because it tends to select “white music.” It follows a 
prescribed order of service with a number of scripted readings and prayers, and the 
sermon is moving, but rational, to stir the thinking. Indeed, the whole service is less 
emotive than what drop-ins from the projects next door expect or want, but it is satisfying 
to the regulars who attend and for whom the original congregation was planted.  
Another difference in Cityside’s worship service from other faith groups is the 
sharing of the Lord’s Supper every Sunday. The elders preside at the table of 
remembrance, upon which are stacked golden trays with small morsels of bread crackers 
and individual cups filled with grape juice. These are passed to the deacons who, with 
organ or piano music playing in the background, leave the chancel to distribute the 
elements from pew to pew in an orderly fashion. The simple ritual unfolds the same from 
week to week, the way it has always been done. This is understood to be a part of their 
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Disciples identity, and while many participating would not be able to put into words the 
import of the ritual, the form is conscientiously followed. After the benediction, the 
members leave with minimal, yet amiable good-byes, deciding that even without a 
regular minister, the worship service had been carried out satisfactorily.  
At this point in their history, Cityside Christian conducts very few activities other 
than Sunday worship. The leaders come in for board meetings when necessary, but the 
mid-week bible studies have disbanded. The congregation still provides a food 
distribution service to the needy once a month, and clients from the neighborhood line up 
outside the fence along the sidewalk. Once given the okay, they enter the parking area to 
receive, with minimal interaction, packages of food. Even since his departure, the former 
pastor’s day-care business still operates Monday through Friday at Cityside, occupying a 
great number of rooms, but the congregation does not have access to these spaces until 
such time as this dispute is adjudicated. 
 
Highlights of Congregational History and Local Context 
 
 The first African American in Dover’s history was a trader who arrived in the late 
eighteenth century. He was followed by fugitive slaves and freedmen who established the 
first black community in the 1840s. Industry moved out of the central business district in 
the late 1880s and transportation expanded the city. African American citizens 
concentrated in large numbers in the south end, running into violence at the hands of the 
white working class and newer immigrant groups, all competing for jobs and housing. In 
1910 African Americans made up less than 2 percent of the city’s population, but by 
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1960, after the two “Great Migrations,”1 the city was nearly 25 percent African 
American. Restrictive housing covenants and other forms of discrimination created racial 
residential segregation, and generally confined this population to the south of Dover, 
which, in turn, impacted the location and development of African American 
congregations in this midwestern city.  
Cityside Christian Church has no written record of its founding gathering, but 
with the congregation’s strong oral tradition and from the current pastor’s research in 
preparation for their upcoming centennial, its beginning has been pinpointed to 1911 as 
the Massachusetts Avenue Christian Church, situated about five miles north of its current 
site. The Massachusetts Avenue congregation moved at least once, changing its name to 
Southview Christian. In the mid-twentieth century, Dover opened up more land to 
African Americans along the avenue on which the congregation now stands, the long-
enduring Lakemont Amusement Park was torn down, and on this site in 1955/56, the 
exclusive Cityside cooperative housing development was constructed. The vision for this 
new residential area included a church, and Dover city officials, in consultation with a 
local church federation, determined that, due to its non-emotive style of worship, its 
freedom of thought, and its congregational polity, the Disciples of Christ was best suited 
to this middle class African American population. The members of Southview Christian 
agreed to be the charter members of this new church plant, many of them buying 
                                                
1The decade span of the two “Great Migrations” varies, but roughly 1910 to 1940 and 1940 to 
1970 African Americans sought to escape Jim Crow laws, lynching, and the lack of economic opportunity 
in the South for better conditions in industrialized northern and midwestern cities of the United States. It is 
estimated that two million residents were in the first exodus, and three million in the second. The Holden 
and Reed families in Alabama were likely part of one or the other.   
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apartments in the Cityside complex, and a few mortgaging their properties to raise capital 
to construct the new church building. 
With the Fair Housing Act of 1968, housing restrictions in the city began to be 
lifted. Large numbers of residents on the south side of Dover, citizens of means and 
education, including many of those that lived in the Cityside housing co-op, opted to 
move further west and south into the ever-expanding suburbs. The cooperative next to the 
congregation was converted into HUD low-income housing, and social problems quickly 
manifested, such as drugs, crime, gang activity, and poorly performing schools. Even as it 
suffered from economic decline and urban blight, loyal Cityside Christians continued to 
commute into their old neighborhood. 
In the sixties and seventies, local congregations of various denominations worked, 
both separately and in partnership, to address pieces of this deteriorating contextual 
puzzle. A politically powerful congregation in the community just to the southeast of 
Cityside Christian developed the Laurelhurst organization, which successfully lobbied 
politicians for fair housing laws and opportunities for blacks, established community 
services and job training, and made an overall positive impact. No one in the current 
Cityside congregation spoke of having had a working relationship with this Church of 
God congregation during these activist decades. It did, however, maintain fellowship with 
its sister Disciples congregations in the Union of Disciples of the Greater Dover 
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metropolis, and attended assemblies and events associated with the regional and the 
general “manifestations”2 of the Disciples of Christ denomination. 
Indeed, the members of the congregation were very proud when their pastor, the 
Reverend Brandon Williams, was tapped in the early eighties to become a highly-placed 
leader within the denomination. During his tenure of ministry at Cityside, they had 
crafted a constitution and by-laws and constructed the new sanctuary and offices. 
Williams was followed by the Reverend Jones, a Baptist minister, who helped the 
congregation pay off its indebtedness and increased its membership. Jones’ associate 
minister, Reverend Shelby, who had been educated within the Disciples, garnered support 
especially among the younger members. Later, in the midst of congregational division 
and Jones’ resulting resignation, Shelby was called as its senior pastor. His relationship 
with congregational leaders soon after soured, however, and they asked him to leave. 
From conversations with all three of the former pastors, the current minister of Cityside, 
Pastor John Curtis, uncovered that each of them, to one degree or another, had struggled 
over power and control with the ruling lay leaders and their extended families.  
 
Church in Transformation 
 
Securing Pastoral Leadership 
 In 1999 Cityside Christian Church had a number of reasons to feel tense. The 
congregation had been without a pastor for over a year and their last had not left on good 
                                                
2With the approval of The Design of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) in 1969, the 
denomination was construed as “church” in three “manifestations:” local (congregations), regional (usually 
a single state, sometimes a cluster of states), and general (encompassing the Disciples in the United States 
and Canada, with headquarters in Indianapolis, Indiana). In recent years, day-to-day parlance within the 
general and regional realms appears to be shifting from “manifestations” to “expressions” of the church. 
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terms. Twice, a significant cluster of parishioners had left the fray to join other 
congregations, and still others were simply staying away, waiting for a new pastor to 
arrive. Worship attendance on any given Sunday was now down to only twenty. The lay 
leaders were not at all sure that they could financially support a new pastor, but someone 
needed to fill the pulpit, and so the chairperson of the congregational board invited 
Margie Cooper, a comparatively new congregant, to head up the search, figuring she 
could coach Margie into the direction and to the person she and the leading family 
envisioned in the role. Margie, however, earnestly asked God for direction and contacted 
nearby Disciples and United Church of Christ seminaries to see if they had students 
willing to do pulpit supply.  
John Curtis was in the last year of his Masters of Divinity program when he heard 
of the opportunity at Cityside. He had been baptized as a Methodist, and was later 
mentored in ministry in a tradition he affectionately describes as “Bapticostal.” While 
serving on the pastoral staff of this Baptist congregation, Curtis made known his intent to 
enroll at seminary, and disapproving of this, the leaders abruptly fired him. He recounts 
that, subsequently, the United Church of Christ seminary he selected helped him take 
apart his faith and put it back together again, and to such a degree of integrity that now he 
feels prepared to die for what he believes. Already working a full-time job in insurance, 
Curtis was disposed to add preaching at Cityside and learning about the Disciples 
denomination to his busy life, especially since the agreement with the congregation was 
open-ended and, he figured, temporary.  
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Seeds of Readiness for Transformation 
 John Curtis was not one to do ministry part-time or to simply fill in. Being a 
pastor was all he had ever really wanted, and to do “real ministry, where people’s lives 
were changed” was his heart’s desire. He says that his only agenda when he came to 
Cityside was to preach the Word, following church consultant John Maxwell’s advice: to 
“preach the Gospel and visit the sick the first two years of one’s pastorate, building a 
relationship with the people.”3 So he led worship every Sunday, provided pastoral care, 
listened, and initiated a mid-week bible study. In the course of these practices, Pastor 
Curtis soon ascertained that this congregation was hurting terribly after all that had 
transpired between it and the previous pastor.  
Pastor Curtis took other steps to educate himself on Cityside’s circumstances. As 
one, he initiated conversations with three of its former ministers and with the pastor of its 
nearest sister Disciples congregation. Then, with the guidance of the text, Studying 
Congregations, he informally examined its history, identity, processes, and context. It 
was Pastor Curtis’ assessment that as the community around it had changed, the 
congregation had not; it was no longer connected with its neighbors. The Cityside 
housing complex had struggled under conditions that only worsened during Pastor Curtis’ 
tenure, to the point that by 2010, he estimated that 80 percent of the residents 
                                                
3John C. Maxwell is an evangelical, Christian author, speaker, and pastor who writes and teaches 
on the topic of leadership. He is the founder of INJOY, Maximum Impact, ISS, and EQUIP organizations 
and the writer of multiple books, among them, The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership (Nashville: Tomas 
Nelson, Inc., 1998), Developing the Leader Within You (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 1993), and The 21 
Indispensable Qualities of a Leader (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, Inc., 1999). Some of his public workshops 
are: “The 360 Degree Leader,” “The Laws of Teamwork,” “The 5 Levels of Leadership,” “Developing the 
Leader Within You,” and “Winning with People.” The workshop that Pastor Curtis and Cityside leaders 
attended was “Developing the Leader Within You.” Maxwell’s website is: http://www.johnmaxwell.com, 
[accessed 2 August, 2011].  
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immediately next-door were living below the poverty level, most of a lower educational 
level and unemployed, and the working among them in unstable, blue-collar jobs. Family 
life in this community was strained; single women headed most of the households with, 
on average, three children each, and most of these young people had never been to other 
parts of the city or taken advantage of all its museums and cultural benefits, not even 
traveling the short drive east to the large municipal park on the lake. Indeed, they called 
the little, grassy space behind the church building “the park.” Their elementary school 
bordered their apartments to the north and marked the edge of their “world.” Elevated 
trains whizzed through and above this intersection, and across the avenue, running the 
parallel to their homes, was the commercial strip, buzzing at all hours with commerce of 
all kinds, including drugs and prostitution. As Minister Samantha Long, Cityside’s lay 
youth pastor, reflected, “these are some of the things that our children have to deal with. 
So, when they’re coming to me, I may be talking about learning to pray and they may be 
wondering how they’re going to make it home, you know, to avoid the gang.” Thus in his 
reconnaissance, Pastor Curtis found that it was fear of and some disdain for their lower 
class neighbors that provoked the congregation to install wire over the windows and to 
construct the fence, sections of which were topped with barbed wire, steps that all 
communicated: “Keep out. We don’t want you here.”  
In terms of the congregation’s denominational identity, Pastor Curtis discovered 
that the lay leaders did not know as much about the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) as their focus upon regulating the form and trappings of it would indicate. He 
frequently observed them invoking the congregation’s constitution and by-laws in order 
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to control the congregation and the pastor, yet being out of compliance with it 
themselves, in office ten or fifteen years with no rotation or break. He also put his finger 
on the leading families’ pattern of treating their pastors as “hirelings,”4 ordering them to 
stay within the realm of preaching and leading worship, while they took charge of 
everything organizational, financial, and property-related. It was easier for the laity to 
exert power and control over the pastor in ecclesial matters when that pastor was not 
familiar with the nuances of Disciples congregational polity. 
Thus, Pastor Curtis found Cityside Christian Church to be in survival mode and 
“miserable;” he concluded that under it all they had lost their spirituality and their 
connection with God. Pastor Curtis perceived too that they had come to structure 
themselves more as an exclusive social club, with little clue about the true nature of the 
church. Minister Long summarized: “We were lost and didn’t know it.” 
Six months later, just before his graduation from seminary, bags packed to 
interview with another congregation, Margie Cooper and others at Cityside asked John 
Curtis to consider becoming their pastor. He figures in hindsight that during his brief 
period of discernment over their request, these leaders “out prayed” him, because no one 
in right mind would have wanted to go to serve there permanently. So it was that he 
returned to Cityside that next Sunday to forge a mutual agreement. 
                                                
4In his early years as a reformer, in a handful of essays on “The Clergy,” in The Christian Baptist 
Vol. 1, available from http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/acampbell/tcb/TCB101.HTM, [accessed July 
21, 2007], Alexander Campbell expressed an aversion to the clergy and their pompous ways. He decried 
this type of pastor as a “hireling clergy,” and he thought that preachers ought not be paid for preaching the 
gospel, a reform that he later retracted from his platform. This anti-clerical strand, albeit contextual and 
non-enduring, has never entirely disappeared from the denomination. Pastor Curtis’ experience of being 
treated as a “hireling” at Cityside is ironically askew from Campbell’s original intent. Campbell did not 
approve of clergy acting as hirelings, and he certainly did not condone that ministers be treated as such. 
Disciples’ respect for the ministry of the laity was not intended to include a debasement of the clergy. 
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The Corporate Awakening 
 The sermon Pastor Curtis preached that Sunday is remembered by most of the 
congregation who were present by its title, “Do You Want to be Healed?” He had taken 
as scripture text the curing of the man by the pool of Bethsaida, John 5:1-9. The text 
implies some doubt on Jesus’ part that the man’s answer would be affirmative, because 
he had been lying there for thirty-eight years. Nevertheless, Jesus ordered him to take up 
his pallet and walk, and at once he was healed. The following is the exchange at the 
congregational meeting following this worship service for the purpose of sealing their 
covenant as Pastor Curtis remembers it:  
Pastor Curtis: So you guys have asked me to stay. You have to wrangle with the 
question, “Do you want to be healed?” Why do you want me to stay? Do you 
want me to be your pastor or do you want a hireling. If you want a hireling, I'm 
not your man. If you want a pastor, I will give my life to do all that I can to make 
ministry happen in this place, but the question you have to answer for yourselves, 
as a congregation is: “Do you really want to be healed?” 
 
Leaders/Congregation: Yes. All that we ask of you is that you give us the Gospel. 
Don’t politic with us. Don’t play with us. Now, we’re not gonna tell you we're not 
gonna slap you back sometimes. Give us the Gospel.  
 
Pastor Curtis: I will give you the gospel, but it'll be up to you to take it. Because 
this is who I am. [I've] been with you now, it [has] been six months. You've heard 
me preach. I have been with your families. I've been with you in bible studies. 
This is who I am. [If] this is the man that you want to be your pastor, understand 
who I am. You have to answer that question, "Do you really want to be healed?" 
Well, I know this one thing beyond a shadow of a doubt, if I give you the gospel, 
you will be healed if you take it, but it's not going to be easy. 
 
This was a moment of awakening that turned into a monumental decision of 
commitment, with both parties stepping out on faith. On some level they knew that the 
desire for the Gospel and for healing would usher them into change, but this turning point 
was not recognized as an intentional agreement to embark upon a process of 
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congregational “transformation.” As Minister Long underlined, “transformation may 
have been a part of the pastor’s vision, but the change we were engaging in was not 
known as such.” The term was not at that stage in use in the denomination, and once it 
was, Pastor Curtis was quite wary of it becoming merely a “buzz word” in his 
congregation – just the latest trend – so it wasn’t until five or six years later, probably 
when the pastor was pursuing his doctor of ministry degree, and definitely once Cityside 
told their “transformation” story at the regional assembly, that a few of the leaders began 
to claim this tag for themselves. Even when I interviewed them in 2010, the majority did 
not speak on their own of being engaged in a process of transformation, though they did 
agree they had been changing. Pastor Curtis also was not naïve; he knew that it was one 
thing for the congregation to want to be healed and quite another for them to become 
well. Eleven years into their relationship, I asked Pastor Curtis when the congregation 
had decided they wanted to be transformed and twice he playfully replied, “Oh, they 
haven’t yet decided that they want to change!”  
 
Phase One of the Transformation Journey 
 
Deconstruction and beginning to construct a  
new ecclesial identity 
 
 In telling me their story, Cityside congregants and their pastor did not assign 
clear-cut dates and years to the phases of their transformation. Sometimes what was 
remembered as happening one year ago had actually taken place five years prior, and, 
looking backward, people often struggled to remember what occurred first, second, and 
third. It apparently was not critical to them that the time-line be meticulously kept. 
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Nonetheless, Pastor Curtis clearly recalls that, “after ‘the marriage contract’ was 
signed, resistance and testing rose up. For about six months, it was really tough and I 
have a few stripes on my back.” The resistance came from members in the prominent 
families who had assigned themselves as gatekeepers of the congregation, and this push 
and pull endured about two years. One front of this battle was between the congregation’s 
constitution and the gospel. When it came to any number of decisions, the lay leaders 
would invoke the rules of their constitution, quoting it almost verbatim, using it “like 
their bible” at meetings, and Pastor Curtis, while expressing admiration for this document 
and realizing that it had been a source of protection for them in the past, pointed out that 
it had also been the source of division in the congregation and ultimately would not be 
able to save their souls. So he pressed them on every occasion to show him the rationale 
for their opinions from the bible. He also preached biblically and promoted attendance at 
bible studies in order to help them grow in their understanding of the scripture. Many of 
the leaders and members did start to take part in these.  
Another related front in the resistance was between the congregation being part of 
the Disciples of Christ, as in the denomination, and being Christian. In his preaching and 
informal language, Pastor Curtis no longer gave much attention to their denominational 
heritage; he stepped away from an emphasis upon denominationalism in order to first 
focus on basic Christianity. He also took it upon himself to construct a simple wooden 
cross for Lent and suspend it above and in front of the Disciples chalice in the worship 
space, where it has remained. This he intended to highlight Christ’s suffering and 
Lordship, giving primacy to the cross of Christ over the St. Andrew’s cross.  
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Still another battle line had been drawn in the decades prior between the 
congregation and the surrounding community. Pastor Curtis raised the concern about 
hospitality by asking if they ought not remove the fence. In retrospect, he thinks he did so 
prematurely, and the outcry was tremendous. The fence question was then tabled, but 
posing it provoked them instead to plant welcoming flowers, to open the door in the fence 
to walkers who would enter from the street, and to allow the neighbors’ small children to 
play in the back yard. The congregation thereby took initial steps to claim an ecclesial 
identity for themselves as a safe place and garden for the people next door. Beyond these 
actions, they recruited and trained greeters to warmly welcome visitors to Sunday 
worship services, and started opening the building to a few community groups. With 
intentional neglect, Pastor Curtis next allowed the food pantry as it was being run to die, 
so that it could be re-birthed as a compassionate, relational sharing of food. During this 
same time frame, a few Cityside church volunteers went with the pastor to walk the next-
door housing complex, meet people, pass out fliers, and pray with them. At some point in 
these early years, the congregation became known as “the little church with the great big 
heart,” a by-line that they printed on their stationary and church van. The pastor’s vision 
was for Cityside to embody again being a church “for all people.” 
Predictably, the pastor and the leading family locked horns over power and 
control – a fourth battle front. The lay leaders would argue: “Your job is to just come in 
here and preach; we’ll run the church,” to which Pastor Curtis would respond: “Your 
running it has run it into the ground, so we need to talk about this.” One side was being 
called to deconstruct its “hireling” approach, and the other, the ethos of the “pastor-king” 
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or “junior Jesus,”5 which had been the pastor’s lived experience in ministry up to this 
point. Other individuals in the congregation pleaded with the pastor: “Please stay. This is 
what always happens.” Looking back, Pastor Curtis credited God with transforming him:  
I had to learn to work laterally, to sit down and discuss things with them, gain 
their trust, help them develop, and learn from them; I think we grew each other. 
And there was a divine hand in it, because it, it cost me to be able to transform 
and to be a lot more serious about the depth of my spirituality, as I saw God begin 
to transform, you know, even some of the toughest people in that congregation 
into really wonderful Christians. 
 
 
Discerning identity, purpose, mission, and vision 
 During this same early period, facilitated by the associate regional minister 
through a visioning and planning session, the congregation articulated their identity 
anew. A supporting element of this day was a review the congregation’s history, through 
which the participants noticed their every ten-year pattern of adding onto the building and 
subsequently fighting with each other and/or the pastor, which in turn provoked his 
departure, a debilitating habit that they decided to break. A second significant step was to 
acknowledge the lukewarm results of the neighborhood canvassing effort, the need to re-
group, and the resolve to return later, as had Joshua during the conquest of the Promised 
Land,6 a mission Cityside subsequently named, “The Joshua Project.” Their third 
achievement was discerning a congregational identity statement. Instead of scheduling a 
                                                
5These are the two terms that Pastor Curtis used to sum up the kind of pastoral authority that was 
practiced in his Baptist/Pentecostal congregation. In its extreme, this approach treats the pastor like God, or 
at least an intermediary, to be obeyed and followed almost blindly. Pastor Curtis repeatedly corrected any 
such leanings in his congregation and in himself by saying, “I’m not your Junior Jesus.” 
 
6Pastor Curtis and the congregation interpreted their situation in relationship with the Cityside 
housing complex with the story in Joshua 7 of the failed attempt to take the city of Ai. Joshua 8:2 was 
particularly invoked, emphasizing the phrase: “set an ambush against the city.” In this case, of course, the 
goal was not to conquer it but to partner with God in saving its inhabitants.  
 
 
 
94 
board meeting, which always heightened corporate tension and resulted in verbal fights, 
Cityside carved out ten to fifteen minutes within its subsequent Sunday morning services 
to gather responses to the question: “Who do you really believe that we are?” The 
consensus came back: “We are a community of believers, walking in fellowship with 
each other, as we worship Jesus Christ, our Lord.” The congregation recited this as the 
call to worship every Sunday for the next two years. Pastor Curtis made a point of saying 
to me that this statement captures what it means to do congregational transformation, and  
contrasts with approaches that simply try to get more people into the pews. 
Under the umbrella of this identity statement, the leaders then focused upon the 
phrase “worship Jesus Christ,” and Cityside enacted several transitions, causing worship 
experiences to become expectant and “alive with the Spirit.” First of all, they particularly 
sought to welcome visitors and the younger generations. The presiding elder at worship 
began to greet first timers: “You’re a visitor once. The next time, you’re a part of the 
family.” The young adults requested a worship service of their own and the congregation 
established one Sunday per month to appeal particularly to them, supplementing the 
fourth Sunday already designated for the youth. These services employed more 
contemporary, upbeat musical selections, sung to lyrics and images projected on a screen, 
and accepted more casual attire from the younger people leading the service. By 2010, all 
of Cityside’s services, even the first and third traditional style Sundays, adopted the 
contemporary style. In the second place, they introduced a passing of the peace, which 
quickly expanded into a lengthy, affectionate greeting time for visitors and members 
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alike, accompanied in 2010 by the song, “I Need You to Survive,”7 which served to 
theologize this practice and strengthen their bonds as the Body of Christ. Thirdly, in order 
for the congregation to “discern the body (of Christ and the church)” during the 
celebration of communion, the pastor oversaw the remodeling of the communion 
preparation room so that it reflected the sacredness of the elements and their handling, 
and Mrs. Curtis taught the deacons how to drape the tablecloth over the bread and 
communion trays in such a way that it looked like a shrouded body on the table until 
ceremonially unfolded. Fourth, while there had been no lighting of altar candles before to 
represent the presence of God in the sanctuary, the congregation was taught the 
symbolism of the light coming in and going out with them as they were sent forth in 
mission, singing in 2010 the moving, emotional exhortation, “Go Light Your World.”8 
 Another feature of transformation supported the phrases within the first 
congregational vocation statement of becoming “a community” and “walking in 
fellowship.” Since in prior years the community had devolved into one of “queen bees 
and drones,” Pastor Curtis took aim at aspects of classism and initiated strategies to 
remove the “chains of bondage” from the necks of the congregants that had been forged 
by the ruling families through intimidation, ostracizing, and plotting, albeit in an often-
                                                
7Hezekiah Walker & LFC, “I Need You to Survive.” Lyrics: “I need you, you need me. We're all a 
part of God's body. Stand with me, agree with me. We're all a part of God's body. It is his will, that every 
need be supplied. You are important to me, I need you to survive. I pray for you, You pray for me. I love 
you, I need you to survive. I won't harm you with words from my mouth. I love you, I need you to survive. 
It is his will, that every need be supplied. You are important to me, I need you to survive.” 
 
8Chris Rice, “Go Light Your World.” Lyrics of the chorus: “Carry your candle, run to the 
darkness. Seek out the hopeless, confused and torn. Hold out your candle for all to see it. Take your candle, 
go light your world.” 
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sincere desire to protect the congregation. This goal proved to be one of the roughest 
patches in the transformation journey.  
First, in the prior culture, people addressed each other as “Miss,” “Mr,” and 
“Mrs” or by degree titles. In contrast, Pastor Curtis modeled addressing each other as 
“Sister” or “Brother.”  Secondly, the leaders had surreptitiously closed leadership roles to 
those without a degree, but the pastor openly sought and encouraged leaders by spiritual 
gifts. Thirdly, while the enmeshed family system in the congregation created co-
dependency, conflict, and pervasive anxiety, Pastor Curtis worked above-board, in a self-
differentiated way, leading as a “non-anxious presence.” Compatibly, he highly praised 
the resource, Generation to Generation, by Edwin H. Friedman,9 summarizing privately: 
“Jesus Christ saved my soul, but Edwin Friedman saved my butt!” 
Another major action step toward liberation, one that would actually continue into 
the next phases, was breaking and then refashioning the culture of how Cityside 
conducted business and made decisions. Pastor Curtis credits the text by Charles Olsen, 
Transforming Church Boards,10 as inspiration and guide. He gave it to the church leaders 
and taught them from it: (1) to consider meetings “worshipful work,” (2) to understand 
themselves as coming together for the Kingdom’s sake, (3) if tempers flared, to stop then 
and pray, and (4) if the group could not agree at that moment or come to consensus, to 
leave the matter and return to it later. Additionally, they began to serve food around the 
                                                
9Edwin H. Friedman, Generation to Generation: Family Process in Church and Synagogue (New 
York: The Guilford Press, 1985), 27, 208-210. 
 
10Charles M. Olsen, Transforming Church Boards into Communities of Spiritual Leaders 
(Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, Inc., 1995). 
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meetings, putting participants at ease. As each one was given a voice and as they made 
allowance for people to “screw up,” reflect, apologize, and rebuild, Pastor Curtis and 
others testified to a new, resulting culture of peace and safety, often summarized in their 
phrase: “being of one accord.” 
In line with this original identity statement and their earlier consent to be healed, 
Pastor Curtis gave them the “gospel,” which he defines as “the teachings of Christ that 
help us to become true community, that reconcile us to God, and give us the ministry of 
reconciliation one with the other.” He used the media of bible classes, leadership studies, 
and weekly sermons to get this across. Multiple resources were employed one after 
another in their studies. The first, and possibly the key among them was the book 
Experiencing God,11 which “lit a spiritual fire in the congregation.” They began to see 
and experience the importance of a personal relationship with God that generated richer 
prayer lives and a growing trust in God and each other.  
By all accounts, the yokes were coming off and healing was happening during this 
first phase; Pastor Curtis’ assessment was that the congregational body became 
“malleable.” He told me stories of members of the leading families who “got converted” 
and “became Christian;” they gave up their grasping after power and control, and testified 
to this change in themselves publicly in worship. Olive Yorrhey, one of the West African 
members, bore witness to her own story of reconciliation in the “call and response” mode 
of worship: 
                                                
11Henry T. Blackaby and Claude V. King, Experiencing God: Knowing and Doing the Will of God 
(Nashville: B&H Publishing Group, 1990). Other Phase One study books were: Richard Foster, 
Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1998), 
Yvonne Gentile and Carol Cartmill, Serving From the Heart (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), Miles 
Monroe, In Pursuit of Purpose (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, Inc., 1992). 
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Olive: I'm giving you my own example. May God bless her heart. There was a 
lady who was in this church. We loved each other. We were like sisters. For some 
reason we were having congregational meeting and there was talking and she was 
trying to suppress, stop the person from talking, that was during the time of the 
chaos. And then I said, ‘Please let her finish speaking.’ And this is stupid things. 
And she got mad at me and she wouldn't talk to me no more.  
 
But you see, with love, with love, when I became an elder - I told you he made 
me an elder - You know what? I felt that it is my responsibility to pray for that 
person. It didn't come out easily. It did not come out easily. But I did not tell 
nobody. Almost two years I've been praying for that sister. I prayed every day and 
believe me I fasted every day. It was not easy. Sometimes I will eat one banana 
and one orange because I learned how Daniel fasted. Daniel fast one banana and 
one orange. And I would pray two days, three days. And I would pray and fast. 
And one day that sister, we were singing 'I love you, I need you,' and for almost 
two years when she sees me coming she will turn this way. (indicating a turn 
away from Olive) 
 
But one day she just rushed to me and hugged me,  
(speaking to Jean’s surprised face) – Listen! You tell me! –  
            and told me, ‘Olive, I don't hurt you no more. I love you. Let's sit down and we 
            will solve it.’ I said, ‘No need. God has already visit. We don't [need to] say 
            anything, no more.’  
 
You tell me, Jean, who did that? 
 
Jean: Yeah. 
 
Olive: No, you tell me. 
 
Jean: Yeah, well, God did that.  
 
Olive: Yeah. 
 
Of course, not all of the members of Cityside were reconciled to the new direction 
and practices of the community, nor to each other; not all wounds were healed. In the first 
two to three years a number left the fellowship to join other places and those who 
remained grieved over the loss of these brothers and sisters. Pastor Curtis intentionally 
dealt with their feelings through sermons, bible study discussions, and one-on-one 
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counseling. He then went the extra mile to mediate for healing between the congregation 
and its former pastors. In two cases, the former pastors returned to Cityside for visits that 
included honest conversation and reconciling experiences within corporate worship. In 
the third case, the confession and closure came through correspondence rather than in 
person, but burdens were lifted, the past was largely put to rest, and the effect was 
powerfully freeing. Margie Cooper remarked that word spread about these healed 
relationships and procured for the congregation a more positive reputation within the 
surrounding community and in the denomination.  
  By about 2003 Pastor Curtis sensed that, as they had grappled with the Word and 
become one body, they lost the need to be a religious social club. As he assesses it now:  
When they could find a way that we could be church without everybody being 
miserable, I think they were ready for it. I think what happened, in their case, with 
God's move, was when the students were ready, the teacher arrived. It was not so 
much because I was such a wise person, or that I was being a great teacher, 
definitely not a great preacher, but the fact that God knew that they were hurting. 
I had been hurt prior to coming here, had been healed and understood what church 
was really supposed to be about, and he kinda joined the two of us together. He 
cut my plans off. He cut their plans off to say, "You all need each other.” 
 
 
Phase Two of the Transformation Journey 
 Having progressed thus far as church, Cityside Christian developed a second 
congregational vocation statement: “We are Disciples of Christ, preaching, teaching, and 
sharing the good news of Jesus Christ,” the mantra still in force today. At this point in 
their journey (about the year 2003), Pastor Curtis thought it safe for Cityside to pick up 
again and grow into itself as “Disciples of Christ,” language that carried the triple import 
of denominational affiliation, being a community of learners, and disciplers. The first 
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five or so years under this statement, they gave more attention to being a part of the 
Disciples denomination and growing as a community of learners. They also developed 
their ministries to the neighborhood as part of the “sharing the good news of Jesus 
Christ” clause. The emphasis upon “discipling” would come later.  
The initiatives they took to reclaim their denominational identity included 
education about and more participation in regional and general level activities. Pastor 
Curtis also shared with the leaders, study groups, and new member classes the knowledge 
he was gaining as he met the Disciples history and polity requirements for the transfer of 
his ordination. Among other elements of curricular content, he clarified for members that 
being “congregational” meant exercising both rights and responsibilities, and that it 
privileged a shared leadership approach for the clergy and the laity.  
Practicing this line of nuance around leadership was and continues to be to some 
extent a challenge in Cityside’s context. According to Pastor Curtis, tension exists in the 
African American experience between the well-known, black Baptist, directive approach 
to pastoral leadership and the lesser-known Disciples’ version of the priesthood of all 
believers in which the leadership of the laity is strong and the congregation carries 
ultimate authority. Visitors to Cityside often arrive thinking of the pastor as the “boss” of 
the congregation and when they discover that the congregation rules, they sometimes 
assume that this entitles them to “boss” the pastor. Additionally, some in Cityside’s wider 
community are not used to exercising authority within the other spheres of their lives, are 
sometimes stressed out by having to make congregational decisions. Two extra societal 
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influences have a bearing: (1) the formation of worshippers as consumers,12 and (2) the 
shaping of people to be suspicious of institutions.13 Given the varied “baggage” that 
newcomers bring, then, Cityside discovered it was not retaining many of its new 
converts, and in informal “exit interviews,” discovered from the disenchanted that the 
Disciples polity they had read about in new member classes had actually turned them off; 
it was not a welcome gift to learn they were responsible for the congregation. A few 
others, of course, found the ‘affirmative action’ for lay people in Cityside’s Disciples 
heritage to be beautiful and empowering. One member summarized: “You know, this is 
the first church that I’ve belonged to [where] I can actually come in and have a little part 
in the church, because everybody’s responsible for something. We don’t encourage pew 
members at all.”  
Cityside Christian Church now speaks of two “pyramids” of authority: (1) an 
upside-down pyramid with the congregation at the top to represent its authority in many 
“functional” decisions, such as those that concern policy, the building, and finances, and 
(2) a right-side up pyramid with the pastor at the highest point, as “first among equals,” 
making decisions about “spiritual” matters, such as preaching and educational programs. 
When I asked if it ever becomes difficult to determine which decisions are which, the 
                                                
12There are numerous texts that critique a “consumer mentality” in the church. Among them: 
Eddie Gibbs and Ryan K. Bolger, Emerging Churches: Creating Christian Community in Postmodern 
Cultures (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005), 21, 92, 95, 115, 136-138, 157-158, 172. John Drane, 
The McDonaldlization of the Church: Consumer Culture and the Church’s Future (Macon, GA: Smyth & 
Helwys, 2002). For a justification of catering to the consumer culture see: Kimon Sargeant, Seeker 
Churches: Promoting Traditional Religion in a Nontraditional Way (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 2000). 
 
13Multiple sources reference the suspicion of institutions that accompanies this emerging 
postmodern context. Among them, see: Wade Clark Roof, Spiritual Marketplace: Baby Boomers and the 
Remaking of American Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 85-86. Gibbs and 
Bolger, Emerging Churches, 23, 97.  
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quick reply was, “No. It works.” The schema does not signify that either party “rubber 
stamps” what the other proposes; there is a great deal of give and take between the 
“pyramids.” In fact, the language of “partnership” and “team” for the “good of the 
whole” was more prominent in the interviews than were these “pyramids.” The 
encompassing ideal at Cityside for both the pastor and the congregation is “servant 
leadership” – that all congregants are servants.  
The second element of denominational education concerned the concept of 
“covenant” between the local, regional, and general expressions of the Disciples of 
Christ, with the parishioners coming to think of themselves as members of a much larger 
ecclesial body. This learning was largely pursued through increased attendance and 
involvement by the pastor and parishioners in offerings at the regional level. Cityside’s 
turnaround got the attention of the denominational leadership, and the congregation was 
invited to present its story at the 2006 assembly, an activity that forced the lay leaders to 
articulate the change and served to reinforce it within the corporate psyche. Cityside 
Christian also began to print the Disciples’ preamble to The Design under the title 
“Affirmation of Faith”14 on the back cover of their printed worship bulletin. It purchased 
                                                
14Disciples consider themselves a non-creedal communion, and do not use creeds as a “test of 
fellowship” for their members. The Design of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), adopted in 1969, 
does however have a preamble, which is sometimes used as a liturgical affirmation: “As members of the 
Christian Church, we confess that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the living God, and proclaim him Lord and 
Savior of the world. In Christ’s name and by his grace we accept our mission of witness and service to all 
people. We rejoice in God, maker of heaven and earth; and in the covenant of love, which binds us to God 
and one another. Through baptism into Christ, we enter into newness of life and are made one with the 
whole people of God. In the fellowship and communion of the Holy Spirit we are joined together in 
discipleship and in obedience to Christ. At the table of the Lord we celebrate with thanksgiving the saving 
acts and presence of Christ. Within the Universal Church we receive the gift of ministry and the light of 
scripture. In the bonds of Christian faith we yield ourselves to God, that we may serve the One whose 
kingdom has no end. Blessing, glory, and honor be to God forever. Amen.” Cityside uses an older, non-
gender inclusive version of this. 
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shirts embossed with the Disciples chalice to denote and honor new congregational elders 
and deacons. The pastor reported how gratifying it was to hear long-time Disciples elder, 
Parker Holden, light up upon learning so much about the Disciples: “Oh! Now I get it!” 
and Minister Long offered: “Our relationship with the region became much more 
mutual.” Pastor Curtis calculates that Cityside became a “congregational church” again 
by 2007 or 2008. 
Under the mandate of this second identity statement, the congregation nurtured 
even more than they had already their understanding of themselves as a community of 
learners, studying multiple texts besides the bible. One of the books that participants 
much appreciated and that empowered the congregation in this direction was Warren’s 
Purpose Driven Life,15 and Pastor Curtis highly recommended the spiritual gifts 
inventory they utilized: Serving from the Heart.16 These resources advanced their aim to 
transition from electing leaders based on “popularity” to electing them on the basis of 
spiritual giftedness and call, although the congregational constitution, still considered too 
sacred to revise, does not approach leadership this way. From this stage forward, 
however, individual leaders at Cityside, especially the elders, were strongly encouraged 
to participate in one of the weekly bible studies. To be a leader, one had to be a learner, 
and a happy result was that whenever past members returned and tried to exercise the old, 
unhealthy habits, they could no longer get a foothold within the congregation. 
                                                                                                                                            
 
15Rick Warren, The Purpose Driven Life: What on Earth am I Here For? (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Zondervan, 2002).  
 
16Yvonne Gentile and Carol Cartmill, Serving From the Heart (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002). 
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During the same period, from about 2004 through 2006, the pastor pursued and 
completed a Doctor of Ministry degree in Spirituality for Leadership. He judged that 
most seminaries train pastors to nurture a “church of maintenance, not transformation,” 
and that while his ministerial education had taken him far, there were things he needed 
yet to learn to lead a congregation like Cityside to become church again.  
A fruit of his learning was teaching the congregational leaders about the stages of 
transformation and growth, as he had adapted them from Hudson’s “Cycle of Renewal.”17 
This circle, divided into four quadrants, represents phases of “going with the Spirit,” 
being “stuck in the doldrums,” “letting go – searching in the wilderness,” and 
“discovering – finding new life,” a cycle which repeats continuously. Mark, the current 
chairperson of the board, described the “doldrums” this way:  
You know, we still go through these periods of where we're like in the  
valley, and I think that's because we've reached a certain point where God is 
getting ready to make something different happen for this church.  So we go 
through this quiet point. We go through this point where like what am I doing 
here?  Why am I here?  What is it all for?  And until God reveals to us where we 
are going from that point, we stay in that valley as a whole body.  It seem 
sometimes, especially for me - I get bored because I don't feel there's any growth 
in me, but I know now that it's just a point where God has me, that He's doing 
something in my life, and He just wants me to be still.   
 
When Pastor Curtis presented this diagram to Cityside’s leadership board, it made sense 
to them, and with the assistance of this transformation framework, Mark was able to 
                                                
17Frederic Hudson. PhD, a professor at the University of San Francisco and founding President of 
The Fielding Institute, is currently a recognized expert in adult change and co-founder of The Hudson 
Institute. The website is available from http://www.hudsoninstitute.com/section_page.cfm?id=36, [accessed 
August 10, 2011]. The Institute claims that we are living in a time of unpredictable change, that western 
societies evolved in the twentieth century from stable-state, linear, control-focused organizational forms 
toward change-state, cyclical, future-focused forms, which presses successful individuals to manage 
themselves and their many connections “from the inside out, anchored in purpose, passion, vision, and 
staying power.” He labels the phases of his Cycle of Renewal: “Go For it,” “The Doldrums,” “Cocooning,” 
and “Getting Ready.” 
 
 
 
105 
interpret where the congregation was and accept the doldrums as God’s way of preparing 
the congregation for a coming resurgence. He also found it “kind of scary” that the pastor 
knew these things, but it confirmed to him that God was working through Pastor Curtis. 
In Mark’s view, the cycle helped the congregation move more solidly into unity – to 
“being of one accord.” 
Everything that we have gone through has been beneficial for the church.  We 
have grown as – I'll say it again – as a body, to work together as a body.  We've 
learned to deal with each other’s emotions, each other’s hang-ups, each other’s 
habits, and I think that's where the transformation came in. 
 
There was a period when we, as a body, were scattered.  Everybody was  
doing what they wanted to, when they wanted to, and we've come to work as one 
body. We're all trying to meet on one accord.  We accept people as they are for 
whatever opinions they have. We try to take what they have and use it for the 
benefit of the body because we are all individuals, and we all have different ways 
of doing things...different ways of acting.  Like I say, we come together, and we 
try to reason things out to work for the benefit of this church, of the body. 
 
Another fruit of the pastor’s continuing education was the creation of a special 
corps of elders at Cityside, those whom he was teaching to be supportive teachers and 
“undershepherds” in Cityside’s ministry. This community of learners was a stimulating, 
satisfying small group for a number of years and Pastor Curtis came to count on it for the 
fulfillment of the ministry toward which they were all heading. Unfortunately, and in 
what remains a bit of a mystery, after the pastor’s DMin was achieved, these elders who 
had been deeply engaged in the learning material began to fade away and out of the 
congregation, one at a time, with one excuse after another, eventually putting their 
acquired skills to use elsewhere. Pastor Curtis acknowledged that this extended exodus 
wounded him profoundly and personally; yet at the same time, he took ultimate 
responsibility (“I must have missed something”) and grew spiritually (“God sends to the 
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Body what and who it needs; I had to yield myself to God on this.”). Therefore, from 
about 2008 forward, he started over, almost from scratch, looking for those God would 
call into leadership. 
During this phase, Cityside also lived into the clause of its identity statement 
“sharing the good news,” establishing a number of ministries to reach out to and meet the 
needs of the wider community. Samantha Long reasoned that when God transforms 
individuals inwardly, this naturally morphs into acts of outreach among broader circles of 
people, what she labels as “inside-out” transformation. A portion of this thrust was to 
global mission projects in Jamaica and Sierra Leone, and the other in the direction of the 
congregation’s immediate neighborhood, upon which the congregation educated itself.  
A world-class city, Dover’s almost three million citizens are of every imaginable 
heritage and hue. Cityside was home to waves of European immigrants before African 
Americans were allowed to move in, and by the 1950s their numbers had risen from 6 to 
86 percent of the community, continuing to increase to 99 percent in 1980. About one 
third of Cityside’s residents live across the avenue from the congregation, in the 
residential blocks of single-family homes whose owners were not run out by the gangs, 
people now in their seventies and eighties, and as mentioned earlier, by 1990, over half of 
Cityside’s population was African American females living at or below the poverty level, 
mostly dwelling in the low-income housing units next door to the congregation. To the 
backside of the church building and directly west of them is a wide expanse of railroad 
yards, and their immediate neighbor to the south is a non-denominational megachurch 
called “Rebirth Ministries.” As the wealthier citizens of Dover tire of their long 
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commutes from the suburbs, this southern part of the city finds itself on the edge of a 
spreading gentrification out from downtown, which could eventually displace Cityside’s 
less fortunate population. 
One afternoon, after describing the racism, the poverty, the violence, the 
addictions, and the oppression that damages lives at every stage, but particularly snatches 
away the innocence and hopes of children, not to mention all the political shenanigans 
that plague South Dover and Cityside, Pastor Curtis ruefully laughed and repeated, as he 
had multiple times across my time there, with his winning, broad smile: “So it’s a perfect 
place to do ministry. It is! It’s a really good place to do real ministry.” Then he further 
pointed out, “The overall goal is to relate to the surrounding community as its ‘heart.’ 
That’s why we deliberately established our email address as Citysidesheart@gmail.com.” 
The congregation sees the school as the anchor for the complex to the north and itself as 
its anchor to the south, with the purpose of being a safe place for the children living in 
between. While it has vocational sensibilities to be a safe haven (“sanctuary”) and wants 
to alleviate suffering and injustice (“activist”),18 on the Roozen/McKinney/Carroll 
                                                
18I am using these labels in quite a relaxed way to acknowledge two ecclesiological models that 
also operate prominently in the African American church: church as “refuge” and the church as “prophetic” 
with a liberation ethic. Dale P. Andrews, Practical Theology for Black Churches: Bridging Black Theology 
and African American Folk Religion (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 34-37, 122-128, 
describes the “refuge” paradigm as “concerns for the survival, nurture, and growth of African Americans 
through the Christian faith” a model that “arose from a corporate identity established in response to 
oppression.” He goes on to correct the misconception that this “psychosocial image” was unworldly. It was 
“not devoid of sociopolitical activity” and was not “escapism,” but “fostered black wholeness and human 
rights” and “included liberation.” Andrews argues for a “faith identity paradigm” and a “covenant” 
ecclesiology that would bridge the divide between those of “refuge” and “prophetic/liberation” camps. In 
favor of the liberation message of the gospel being the true mission of the black church, see James H. Cone, 
Speaking the Truth: Ecumenism, Liberation, and Black Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1986), 136-137. 
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mission orientation assessment, Cityside would likely place primarily as “evangelistic,” 
seeking to serve the salvation of individuals.19 
In their quest to share the good news of Jesus and open themselves to their 
neighbors, the congregation revamped their monthly food pantry distribution so that 
today, people come into the church building, mingle, and receive food; condescension is 
no longer the tone. The congregation purchases enough food from the Dover Greater 
Food Depository to regularly feed seventy families by this ministry. A used clothing shop 
has also been attached to the distribution day. In other outreach moves, to help seniors 
learn how to use computers, Cityside started the “Click Ministry,” and in 2006, partnered 
with a foundation to run an after-school computer lab for children and youth, both 
subsidized by grants. Each summer the congregation hosts a vacation bible school, which 
expanded into a day camp, and then a “back to School rally” to hand out donated school 
supplies in the fall. Cityside opened its doors to the neighborhood tenants association as 
well, and to a janitorial training program for ex-drug addicts, though the latter soon grew 
too big for their space. Cityside Christian does a great deal of hands-on ministry for its 
size, and it is a stated requirement that each elder serve in an outreach ministry. 
So it is that the Cityside congregation now attracts their neighbors to worship and 
congregational life, which has diversified the demographic profile of the place. Before, 
the portrait of its membership would have been middle to upper-middle class African 
Americans in terms of education and income; now the body is in the middle to lower 
class range. The pastor estimates that about 15 percent of the current congregation has 
                                                
19Roozen, McKinney, and Carroll, Varieties of Religious Presence, 84-86. 
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four years of college, with the rest a mixture of two years of college, a high school 
diploma, or less. Ethnic diversity has arrived at Cityside Christian through a cluster of 
new members from various African, Central American, South American, and Caribbean 
nations. It was not hit quite as hard by the exodus of the Baby Boomers as some declining 
congregations, though it was an older congregation on the whole in 1999 than it is now. 
Today, seniors over 55 are still the majority at about 60 percent, a quarter are from 25 to 
45; 18 to 25 year olds make up about a tenth, and 5 percent are children. The leaders of 
the congregation are mainly in their fifties. An important piece of this picture is that there 
is a 5 or 6 to 1 ratio between women and men in the congregation.  
The congregation has had its ups and downs as far as numbers are concerned. 
Upon Pastor Curtis’ arrival, average worship attendance had slumped to about 20 and its 
high thus far in 2007 was at 150, a gigantic increase. Since then, it has declined to 120. 
When I was present in the summer, estimated worship attendance was in the range of 70 
to 90. The leak of the cadre of leaders that had been nurtured as part of Pastor Curtis’ 
doctor of ministry degree, along with the congregation’s difficulty retaining new converts 
must be factors in this numerical decrease. Nevertheless, Cityside continues to receive 
new members every few Sundays; their 2010 annual report shows that they took in 47 
new members, 16 of which were by baptism. Overall, membership has significantly 
turned over so that 60 to 70 percent of those on the rolls are new since Pastor Curtis’ 
tenure, and of these, 40 percent are new to the faith entirely. The latest denominational 
report shows Cityside with 324 members, 280 of these participating, and 120 average in 
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worship. In 2007 it stopped referring to itself as the “little church with the big heart” and 
changed this by-line to “the growing church with the big heart.”  
According to Pastor Curtis, one of the challenges of the ministry of 
congregational transformation is spanning the tremendous difference between those that 
sit with each other in the pews. As he admits, at multiple points in this journey, the 
congregation has had to honestly confront whether it would open itself to the social 
problems that enter the building with visitors, from illiteracy to addiction. The members 
of the congregation have had to talk themselves away from the fear of “those people,” 
reminding themselves that they were once “those people” (1 Pe. 2:10, NRSV)20 –  “totally 
disconnected from who they are created to be” – and that this kind of hospitality is what 
it means to be the church.  
Engaging with these newcomers has also surfaced dilemmas around moral 
behavior and biblical interpretation. Pastor Curtis expressed what a test it has been for 
this strongly conservative Christian congregation to meet people where they are in the 
gray areas of abuse, gangs, and sexuality, accepting people while being true to biblical 
teachings as they understand them. As example, this congregation takes the position that 
homosexuality is not God’s design and is not a predetermined, genetic human trait. 
Though extremely clear about this, Pastor Curtis acknowledged that if scientific studies 
were to disprove this understanding, not being a biblical literalist, he would interpret the 
scripture texts differently than he does now, more as he does the texts on slavery and 
those against women, that is, as evidence of a cultural overlay of social sin and 
                                                
201Peter 2:10: “Once you were no people, but now you are God’s people.”  
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patriarchy. Until then, he says he will stick with the traditional teaching and plain 
meaning, particularly not wanting to confuse new Christians. His hermeneutical approach 
is to wrestle with scripture and interpretation during bible studies where members can ask 
questions, an opportunity that is impossible during the delivery of a sermon.  
 By 2007, eight years into their transformation journey, in a prior interview with 
me, Pastor Curtis judged that Cityside Christian had been “totally reborn,” into a loving 
and vital congregation. “I wish I could take credit for it, but the gospel is what did the 
trick. That’s what they were hungry for. That’s what they told me over and over again. 
They just didn’t, they didn’t know that’s what they needed.”  
 
Phase Three of the Transformation Journey 
 
 Cityside Christian Church is still growing into the fullness of its last vocational 
statement, following the premise that transformation is an on-going process. In about 
2007, Pastor Curtis invited the congregational leaders to move into deeper spiritual 
maturity and become Disciples who disciple others. In order to link the education they do 
internally with their outward evangelism, Pastor Curtis brought out the list of “Five Key 
Questions of Church Life,”21 stimulating their reflection first, with: “What kind of people 
does God want us to produce?”  
One thing they did together as a result was to examine their giving practices in 
order to produce mature financial stewards. Before transformation, the ruling families 
                                                
21Attributed to Rev. Dr. Lloyd John Ogilvie, Presbyterian pastor, Chaplain of the 104th to 107th 
U.S. Senate. The five questions of church life printed on the handout at Cityside are: (1) What kind of 
people does God want us to produce? (2) What kinds of experiences do they need to become those kinds of 
people? (3) What kinds of leaders are necessary to plan and provide those kinds of experiences? (4) What 
kind of pastor is needed to train those kinds of leaders? (5) What kinds of experiences does a pastor need to 
be that kind of leader?” 
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would make up the budget and divide it among the members until it was covered. 
Cityside church then took a financial hit as givers in the old congregation left or died and 
the new members were of lesser means. Another action the leaders took during 
transformation, after noticing that the ministry was “killing” the pastor as he also worked 
full-time outside the church to support his family, was to explore salary support. They 
were successful in appealing to the denomination for a three-year grant that, along with 
their matching pledges, helped to bump Pastor Curtis from working full-time at part-time 
pay to full-time at a more equitable rate of compensation, until such time as the 
congregation could absorb this expense and continue this rate of support independently. 
In line with these other moves, Cityside now teaches “the biblical concept of church 
finance and stewardship,” tithing at ten percent of gross income. They also pledge over 
and above to special projects in order not to go into debt, but to pay as they go for big 
expenses such as a new heating system. Their regular pledged giving averages out at 
$123,000 per year, which almost underwrites their operating budget. The congregation 
has an invested savings account that funds scholarships for youth, but it does not have an 
endowment. As one member expressed it, “I don’t know the books or people’s giving, 
but we don’t have a lot; yet God is good; we’ve not had to really sacrifice; our needs end 
up covered.” 
Still another line of discipleship attention was given to producing spiritually 
healthy young people and adults who care about them, so the congregation developed a 
regular, mid-week youth group, shepherded by Minister Long and other members. She 
volunteers her time as the part-time licensed lay youth minister and also assists the pastor 
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with visitation, preaching, and teaching. As another move, a distinct small group was 
formed to meet the needs of young women to the end of sexual abstinence and general 
empowerment, led by a lay member called to that particular ministry.  
One of the means of educating disciples and producing disciplers has been the 
weekly sermons. Pastor Curtis does not toot his own horn when it comes to his preaching, 
but acknowledges that he loves to teach. Mirroring this value, interviewees often linked 
the words “teaching” and “preaching” together when describing and praising his sermon 
style. He says that while he can sometimes get passionate during his preaching, he is not 
one to “jump over the pew” and will not lead Cityside into being an “entertainment 
church,” nor follow the going trend of  “seeker services.” I found his preaching to be 
quite animated, though he stayed behind the pulpit. He punctuates the sermon with “Are 
you hearing me today?” and “Hello, somebody,” and, as in the vast majority of African 
American worship experiences, the congregation vigorously responds. The message 
always seemed well prepared, usually guided by a bulleted manuscript or outline, though 
I found out later he diverges from it frequently. The content was biblical, evangelistic, 
and intended to mediate the living Word. Indeed, the entire worship service is designed to 
be a space in which the Word would “have its way” with each participant and the Holy 
Spirit would “stop by his or her address.” 
Across the years of transformation, Cityside made several corporate attempts at 
discipling and invitation evangelism, but with mixed results. While the duty of sharing 
the faith with others was emphasized, many of its members did not find it natural or easy. 
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Extroverts did all right with the resource, The Master’s Plan for Making Disciples,22 but 
others in the congregation did not. An evangelism team among the youth “fell through, 
because we didn’t equip them well.” Some members also found themselves backsliding 
when they witnessed to their old friends in their old haunts. In evaluation, Pastor Curtis 
realized that they had not emphasized the “unction of the Holy Spirit” in their 
evangelism, that is, that the Holy Spirit would prepare the way and lead the witness to the 
right person at the right time. Since this awakening, I heard the pastors teach on a number 
of occasions: “We point. The Holy Spirit leads. Jesus saves,” and they feel that Bill 
Bright’s, Steps to Christian Maturity23 is better serving their evangelism goals. 
Cityside has not yet officially revised their constitution and by-laws, but they 
have unofficially suspended it during the transformation effort in order to organize 
themselves and make decisions in ways that support their trajectory as church. Among 
the reforms, the election of leaders is no longer decided by the ruling families or behind 
closed doors, prioritizing instead the call of God and spiritual giftedness. Robert’s Rules 
of Order and parliamentary procedure is no longer exercised legalistically, employed only 
as a gentle guide. The biggest change has been the institution of second Saturday 
organizational meetings, in which the Cabinet and other leadership groups share a relaxed 
breakfast, conduct each of their groups’ business, and then come together to do big 
picture planning and to check in on their progress along the Cycle of Renewal and the 
Joshua Project. This change has gone a long way to streamlining the organizational 
                                                
22Charles Arn and Win Arn, The Master’s Plan for Making Disciples: Every Christian an 
Effective Witness Through an Enabling Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1998). 
 
23Bill Bright, Handbook for Christian Maturity (Orlando, FL: New Life Publications, 1994). 
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structure, facilitating their forward movement, and forging unity in the congregation. 
Minister Long observed that since Cityside has been transforming, meetings are not like 
“walking on eggshells.” “Now we can agree to disagree,” she says. Plus we enjoy being 
together now, and feel like we’re working together for a common purpose.” 
 
Projections for On-going Transformation 
Interviewees give Pastor Curtis credit, after God, for all this progress, describing 
him as a trustworthy, hands-on pastor, mindful of his ego and his limits, who understands 
his job to be both a leader and a shepherd, flexible and willing to change. Pastor Curtis 
aims never to intimidate congregants, but to walk with them and not above them in his 
leadership. The board chair, Mark, and others, speak of him as “anointed of God.”  
Pastor Curtis has noticed that over these eleven years of transformation ministry 
his leadership style has gone through transformations too. He had to shift from being an 
observer and listener, to an entrepreneurial pastor with his hands in everything, to a 
visionary pushing the vision, to a servant leader among servant leaders, to a mentor/coach 
who develops and nurtures other leaders. Most recently, he has begun to shift style again, 
honing his leadership skills as an “ambassador” to the community, because he perceives 
that the congregation is increasingly taking hold of its identity as a missional people, and 
that the next call is for him to partner on Cityside’s behalf with other local church groups 
and the Laurelhurst organization to improve the neighborhood culturally and 
economically. One project in the works, in line with their concern for children, is to 
support the neighborhood elementary school with tutors and adult security volunteers 
from the congregation. 
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 The questions that Cityside has to continually answer, according to Pastor Curtis, 
are: “How do we fit into the community now? What are we doing now that lets us know 
that we are reconnected with the community?” He judges that the congregation is “really 
right now crossing the threshold in becoming, not a noted change agent, but a change 
agent, being a part of that process, being a part of that community,” and he reasons that 
“once the members of Cityside are comfortable with sharing their testimony and Jesus 
with the people that they know, the next phase would be street ministry” in their context. 
Minister Long concurs:  
And I think that each one of us, as parts of the body in some kind of way, have to 
be able to contribute to that, from the person that’s a grand speaker to the little 
lady that’s very shy. So how close are we to that step? I’m not real certain, [but] I 
believe somehow that when the church was planted here many years ago God had 
a plan for something that has not totally occurred as of yet. It may be for a time 
such as this. It may be for tomorrow, but I think God had a plan even in ’57 for 
something that hasn’t quite happened as of yet. I think it’s something that’s bigger 
for God’s people – a God-sized job. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 
OPTING FOR VOCATION: HILLTOWN CHRISTIAN  
CHURCH (DISCIPLES OF CHRIST) 
 
 
Church Before Transformation 
  
The members of Hilltown Christian still look forward to going to church on 
Sunday. John will be there; Peg will too. The Ferellis and the Mitchells are always 
present. Each one has a place and each one takes part. They have known these people, 
some of them, for sixty years; they count on each other, like faithful friends. 
 Going into their beloved Hilltown for Sunday service is not like it used to be, of 
course. The businesses on McArthur Avenue are not the same ones that were there when 
Hilltown was the place to shop, to live, and to go to school. The high school right across 
from the church building still looks strong with its granite walls and government-like 
architecture, but it is smaller and troubled, not rated as highly as it was when many of the 
older church members attended back in the forties and fifties. People are still moving out 
of Hilltown, an exodus that has been going on since Integration in the mid-sixties, and the 
parishioners are discouraged by the increasing number of abandoned, boarded-up homes.  
Hilltown used to be known as “The City of Churches,” due to its large number 
and variety, among them: Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Lutheran, Brethren, United 
Church of Christ, and Disciples. Over the last twenty years, these predominately white 
congregations have been closing and selling their buildings to congregations of the 
Church of God in Christ, A.M.E., and Assembly of God denominations. Individuals in 
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the Hilltown congregation have asked themselves if it should relocate, but it has never 
decided to do so, thinking this community needs its churches. 
 So this morning, as usual, the worshippers park in the lot next to the church 
building and walk around to the front entrance. There used to be a typical metal display 
sign there, communicating the name of the church and the minister, the time of worship, 
and the coming Sunday’s sermon title. Just a year ago though, as they were doing some 
work on evangelism, it was pointed out to them that people no longer walk by or notice 
such signage. With the help of an architect, they erected in its place a driver-friendly 
“Identity Center:” three very large crosses, anchored in a brick base, upon which red 
metal letters spell out “Hilltown Christian Church,” with the Disciples chalice attached.  
 Their three-story red brick, Georgian building with its cream-colored façade has 
held up for seventy-three years. Five steps up to the front door and one is admitted into 
the slim, dark foyer, where one can immediately choose to go downstairs to classrooms 
and the space the Head Start program rents, or up ten stairs to the sanctuary. Going up, 
one will find worship service bulletins resting on the little table and friendly faces as 
greeters. Connections are made in this narrow narthex as people connect and conduct a 
little church business. New people are not ignored, but there are not too many.  
 People are busy inside the sanctuary too, each on a mission: deacons setting the 
communion table, people preparing the coffee hour, folks entering from the gym in the 
back to place the flowers, and the choir robing up in the corner. The pastor is probably in 
his third-floor study off the rounded balcony, alone except for the PA volunteer and 
Barbara Nevins, the congregation’s first woman elder, kneeling in prayer as is her 
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custom, outside his door. Holly Jacobs begins the organ prelude, but as the music plays, a 
handful of worshippers spot Jane McDonald, her first Sunday back from the hospital, and 
go to greet her, before scurrying back to take their seats in the creaky, but comfortable 
pews. The space is filled with light from the high, clear windows reflecting off the bright, 
white walls. The small choir has now climbed into the back chancel loft and, slightly 
below them on the front chancel, behind the lectern and pulpit, sit the minister and the lay 
leader. Folks slowly sink into quiet. 
 The pastor leads most of the worship service. The lay leader takes charge of the 
responsive call to worship and the opening prayer. The choir, under the direction of Dick 
Feldner, in this position for decades, bolsters the hymn singing, fills in with choral 
responses, and presents a special, traditional anthem. This pastor has added a children’s 
sermon, though there are only three or so who come forward, ambling out afterward to 
their own programming. The small communion table sits pew level at the very center, and 
the elders and deacons process to it from the back, after which the two elders share the 
presiding words and then offer separate prayers, all written out ahead of time, for the 
bread and “the fruit of the vine.” They pass the trays in sync to the deacons who serve 
from pew to pew. The ritual is basically the same each week; it is a time to quietly 
remember Jesus and share the elements with each other, thereby also preparing their 
hearts for the sermon. The pastor preaches from the pulpit on the left side of the chancel, 
using a manuscript, yet making eye contact. It is usually a clear and sometimes 
entertaining message that leads the listeners to think about their lives and what it means 
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in these times to have faith. Typically, the benediction comes at the end of an hour; if not, 
the preacher hears complaints. 
 
Glimmers of Individual Awakening and Seeds of  
Readiness for Transformation 
 
 It is customary for worshippers to linger just a little while after service for “coffee 
club.” Wendy, one of the African American members, sets the tables with cloths, china, 
and crystal. Like everyone else, she works hard at the job she has taken on in the 
congregation, but having lost virtually all her aging team, rumors have it that she is going 
to quit. Maintaining and filling leadership slots in all the departments has become much 
more difficult. The days when the church building was overflowing with people are long 
gone; now they are lucky if seventy attend.  
Nevertheless, Hilltown church is proud of its reputation as a faithful, outreach-
minded, Disciples congregation; the denomination counts upon its loyal support of Basic 
Mission Finance and its generous participation in special campaigns like “Embrace the 
Future.”1 Individuals among them serve the wider church’s mission, and some of the 
regional staff are members of Hilltown, a feather in its cap. 
 Hilltown Christian is also known to be active in its local community. A handful of 
congregants give their time and talents to the ecumenical community ministries group, 
carrying out social betterment projects and services for the needy, while the women of 
                                                
1“Basic Mission Finance” was the name of the unified mission fund of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ) in 1989; its name has since been changed to “Disciples Mission Fund.” Congregations 
determine if they give to this and how much. “Embrace the Future” was a special denomination-wide 
capital fund drive in the early nineties in which congregations also voluntarily participated; Hilltown was 
recognized denominationally for its giving to this. 
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the church faithfully host a weekly clothing ministry. Those devoted to children and 
youth conduct a Christian education/enrichment program once a week, open to the young 
people of the congregation and the community. On the Roozen/McKinney/Carroll 
Mission Orientation spectrum,2 Hilltown Christian Church in 1989 would have fallen 
somewhere between the “civic” congregation, which sees itself as preserving community 
well-being, and the “activist,” combatting what is wrong in the world. 
Hilltown also thinks of itself as diverse, incorporating people of means and 
education as well as a small group without, a sprinkling of people from other countries, 
and a few African Americans. Indeed, George Williams, a well-educated African 
American, loved and respected by the congregation, once served as the board chair. 
During Integration, unlike other congregations, Hilltown welcomed people of color. 
Within their more conservative, Appalachian cultural context, it is considered “liberal,” 
hearing from outsiders: “Your church has always been way out front.” 
 Notwithstanding these positive traits, a few among the congregation are 
concerned. They have begun to admit that they are getting older and tired, even 
exhausted, attempting to keep all this activity going. An evangelism consultant from the 
denomination recently diagnosed the congregation as “depressed,” indeed, “off-the-charts 
depressed,” for all of their conscientious efforts have not turned things around; they don’t 
know what the future holds. Neither has the situation improved under the present pastor; 
one hears more rumblings about him now, especially as he and a few of the long-time lay 
                                                
2 Roozen, McKinney, and Carroll, Varieties of Religious Presence, 84-86. 
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leaders don’t get along. Could moving ten miles further out to Jefferson, as has been 
proposed, be the answer?  
 
Highlights of Congregational History and Local Context 
 
 Statesboro was founded before Hilltown. The Europeans gravitated to the point 
where the two rivers converged, just as numerous Native American groups had before. 
The French and the British fought over the fort there, followed later by battles between 
the Americans and the Tribes. In 1768, when the dust had settled sufficiently, the whites 
purchased acreage from the Six Nations that included the settlement of Statesboro. After 
the American Revolution, this community took up its economic destiny in manufacturing, 
building boats for westward-migrating settlers. Over the next decades, glass, iron, brass, 
and tin would take first place, shifting to munitions for the Civil War, until Statesboro 
began to reign in still other commodities of industrialization. The population swelled with 
European immigrants and African Americans in their Great Migrations from the South, to 
a total of about 680,000 at its peak in the nineteen fifties. This total declined dramatically 
in the seventies and eighties as the bottom fell out of its manufacturing base, closing 
plants and laying off workers. Statesboro was reduced to half its highest population, left 
to fend for itself and find its way into other technologies and strengths.  
 The village of Hilltown was started in 1790 on both sides of the “Great Road,” 
seven miles east of the Statesboro river point. Its post office and first school opened in 
1840. The railroad soon linked it to its ever-expanding neighbor in 1851 and two years 
later, there were four daily trains back and forth from Statesboro. The village was 
annexed to the city in 1873, but just three years after, the citizens of Hilltown reversed 
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this in order to maintain their independent identity and incorporation. The town became a 
residential haven, described as “a fast growing suburb of the big city, [where people] 
could rear their children away from the crowded conditions of the city, but near enough 
to enjoy the advantages offered by its proximity.”3 
 The American Christian Missionary Society of the Brotherhood4 saw Hilltown’s 
potential and Brother H.F. Lutz was sent in 1900 to organize a Sunday school. A year 
later the group of ninety had chartered the congregation, purchased property and 
constructed a building with the assistance of the forerunner of the Region. Membership 
grew under the leadership of the next three pastors as expected. When fire consumed the 
building in 1915, everything except its cross, the congregation rebounded and, in 1916, 
erected the new building on Simpson street, its home ever since. The congregational 
history notes that the building was “not spectacular, but something lasting and 
beautiful.”5 It was expanded on the backside with basement classrooms and a two-story, 
wooden-floor gymnasium/fellowship hall in 1951. 
 The beginning of the Great Depression marked the peak in Hilltown’s numerical 
growth as they achieved 620 members. From then until the late sixties, the congregation 
hovered around 430. A congregational historian accounted for this by “the fact that 
industrial conditions around Statesboro seem to carry on a constant change of location for 
                                                
3Mary B. Dawson, “Saga of the Christian Church of [Hilltown],” 50th Anniversary booklet, 1951. 
 
4The American Christian Missionary Society was founded in 1849 for “home and foreign 
missions,” during the first national convention in Cincinnati, Ohio, when the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) considered itself a “Brotherhood” of congregations, not a “denomination” or “church.” 
 
5Dawson, “Saga.” 
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their employees.”6 Middle-class management lived in Hilltown and the congregation 
described it and themselves as preserving a small town ethos: 
There have been no wealthy members; many have been blessed with a 
comfortable amount of worldly possessions, and opportunities for occupying 
important positions in their chosen professions. The church membership has been 
made up of home-loving people, who have been able to educate their children so 
that they may face the world with the background of a typical American home.7 
 
 In the sixties, several local and societal transitions rocked Hilltown. The 
congregation opened merger conversations with the declining Oakdale Disciples group, 
and outside community groups started using Hilltown’s church building. More jolting, 
Statesboro cut an interstate through its African American urban neighborhoods, 
displacing these residents further east into the villages of Smallwood, Trinity Hills, 
Goldberg, and Hilltown. As blacks moved in, “white flight” ensued. With the 
assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. in 1968, riots errupted in Statesboro and 
Hilltown. Hilltown’s pastor at the time, Reverend Boyd, is remembered to have put 
himself between an African American high school student and an angry police officer 
ready to club him, pleading for reason to prevail and preventing a full-out riot. It was not 
to be the only occasion when Hilltown Christian Church would put itself in the gap; this 
was also why the congregation and others came together to initiate Hilltown Community 
Ministries, its own congregants and pastors often holding leadership.  
The massive forces of social and economic upheaval did not subside in the 
seventies. Upon the collapse of the city’s reigning industry, people left the Statesboro 
                                                
6Ibid. 
 
7Ibid. 
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metroplex in search of work. Caucasians continued to leave Hilltown, either for the 
newest, attractive ring of suburbs, and/or for fear of blacks and the threat of plummeting 
real estate values. Hilltown parishioners were aware of these dynamics, and most of those 
who remained in the congregation were careful to clarify in 2010 that back then, if they 
relocated, it wasn’t at great distances from Hilltown and sometimes simply to find a 
retirement facility, plus they clarified that it was the late forties, not the seventies, when 
the congregation bought the parsonage just two miles away in Carlisle.  
Marcy Jones, an African American congregational leader, reflected matter-of-
factly in interview upon the widespread, but inaccurate perception that Hilltown was 
ruined because the blacks came in: 
Well, what has happened, when the tax base moves out, there is no upkeep, 
there’s no infrastructure, you know, and there is this, it is a snowball effect.  
You’re going to get that. You could predict that that would happen when you 
don’t have the support systems here. That’s going to happen. It takes resources.  
You don’t have it. We can pretty much depend on that’s going to be an outcome. 
That is the way it works. So you, you know, you can go into a neighborhood that 
looks cared for, that’s not magic. That’s clearly because of the tax base. That’s the 
way it works. 
 
Like Marcy, the majority of Hilltown’s congregational leaders recognized that the 
realities of their context were making it almost impossible for the village to rebound. 
Three decades later, I asked, “Has it hit ‘bottom’ yet?” – the Hilltown city website posts a 
positive projection for the future, declaring a renaissance – but a number of church 
members replied: “I don’t know.”  
Hilltown Christian remained in its location through deteriorating conditions; it 
persisted in its mainline, American, middle-class, liberal, missional approach of doing 
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good for the less fortunate.8 Kevin Smith-Dugan observed, “how we saw neighborhood 
before was almost ‘us and them.’” In those years, the congregation also undertook an 
incredible mix of activities: celebrating congregational anniversaries, changing by-laws, 
sponsoring a refugee family, and worshipping as if it was still the fifties. It improved the 
PA system, ordained its first female elder, started doing more with the Baptists down the 
street, tried new denominational programs to grow in numbers, weathered tension with 
members who were involved in the Charismatic movement, splitting away because they 
wanted the congregation to speak in tongues. Eventually, though, the discomfort some in 
the congregation were feeling internally and with the pastor in 1989, caught up to them 
all, and after just five years together, he resigned. The corporate depression and 
indecision only seemed to deepen. 
 
Church in Transformation 
 
Securing Pastoral Leadership 
 Hilltown lacked the energy for an intentional interim and a lengthy pastoral 
search. The regional minister took initiative, and two months after the pastor’s departure, 
Sheila Smith-Dugan allowed her name to be put forward for consideration. By the end of 
March, she appeared before the search committee for interviews, and when she asked: 
“Why do you stay in Hilltown?” the oldest member of the congregation piped up: “Jesus 
has called us to be here. That’s why we stay.” Smith-Dugan took this as confirmation of 
                                                
8Putting the “for” in italics here is an emphasis of the interviewees in this congregation not the 
editorial distinction made by the following authors. However, on the prominence of the attitude and 
practice in the Protestant mainline of giving and doing beyond themselves, please see: Ammerman, Pillars 
of Faith, chapter 6, and more specifically, 164-165, 170, 173, 187, and Peter Dobkin Hall, “The Word 
Made Flesh: Theology, Polity, and Civic Engagement in America,” in Taking Faith Seriously, ed. Mary Jo 
Bane, Brent Coffin, and Richard Higgins (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005).  
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her leaning to be their pastor, and they attached to her quiet charisma and confident 
sincerity.  
I made it clear to them that I was coming to do urban ministry and if they wanted 
to move, they really needed to make that decision before they hired a minister, 
because it really would make a big difference about who they hired. And in 1990, 
I said, ‘I can’t tell you how long we’ll live, but what I will tell you, is that we’ll 
do real ministry, um, the whole time. And that I am totally committed to urban 
work.’ So they chose me, and the dye was cast. 
 
Her husband, Kevin, thinks that her clarity of vision helped the congregation to explore 
its own ministry. “The question of who this church was going to be was already 
percolating when she accepted the call.” It certainly helped them move out of their 
indecision over relocation, and while over the next twenty years of her ministry, there 
would be a few voices, here and there, at the edges of the community that wondered 
again, especially during trying times, if it should move, this question was never seriously 
posed or taken up by any leadership group from that point forward.  
Pastor Smith-Dugan imagines that some in the congregation present then who 
were stuck in the 1950s held out hope that her arrival as a young, female pastor with a 
husband and little daughter would allow them to recapture a nostalgic past as “a family 
church” with lots of kids and filled pews – Hilltown “the way it was before.” 
Interviewees, however, recalled other aspects of their agreement with her: her passion for 
and intention to envelope all their decisions in prayer, and that she was a woman pastor –  
a “first” that may have been a sign of their willingness to do some other “radical” things. 
 She arrived in Hilltown the summer of 1990 and assessed the lay of the land. 
Smith-Dugan’s description of how the congregation was “before” transformation conveys 
some of the major trajectories of transformation they would follow. First of all, the 
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portrait of the congregation in 1990 pointed to the need for racial reconciliation. Even 
though Hilltown Christian was marketed to her as an interracial church, she said, “it took 
me a nanosecond to figure out that it wasn’t;” it was “a white church with a few black 
members.” In the second place, mission was “white people doing ministry for black 
people in the community,” which called for transition into a mission orientation of “we” 
instead of “us and them.” Thirdly, the comfort level with prayer was so low, it was 
“pretty much having to give a two week notice to any elder to pray publicly.” More than 
being taught how to pray for each other and out loud, she figured the parishioners needed 
“a prayer life” in the first place; for while this faith group had always been “very 
involved in the community, a deep spirituality had not really been nourished well.” 
Fourth, the organizational structure needed transformation from a traditional “majority 
rules” business model that was snuffing out vision and burning out leaders, to an 
organization that supported more ministry, required less meetings, and practiced a new 
kind of listening discernment. Additionally, “a community model of making decisions” 
needed to replace the very small cadre of long-term, but informal gatekeepers. A revision 
of worship was her fifth agenda in 1990.  
 Pastor Smith-Dugan framed all of these projected transformations by her concept 
of church and “real ministry,” a phrase that meant:  
Really meeting peoples’ needs, where they’re really hurting, what the old – I 
don’t know if they’re using it anymore at Global Ministries – but ‘at the point of 
deepest need.’ That’s where we’re doing ministry, either for individuals or for this 
community, and, when as much as I loved Dallas and First Church, Springfield, I 
felt there was, we were still working on a surface level. And for me as a pastor 
that would, that’s what keeps me going, I mean, through really tough times, that 
we’re doing real, real ministry. We have the opportunity to do that, to really make 
a significant witness for Christ in this community. 
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Her vision of church was seeded in her experience of her home congregation, a 
prominent Disciples congregation in a major city, and in her perception of its potential 
for an urban ministry along the ideals of The Church of the Savior, particularly: (1) its 
framing of the “Journey Inward and Journey Outward,” “where at the heart of being 
church is learning how to be on an authentic journey with others, inward toward our true 
selves, rooted in love, and outward toward some part of the world’s deepest joy and 
greatest pain, and (2) upon its organizational model for mission of “small groups made up 
of two to fifteen members, gathered around a shared vocation or God’s calling.”9 
 Back at their negotiation table that day, Pastor Smith-Dugan gave Hilltown 
Christian Church no guarantees about how long the congregation would continue to exist. 
Certain lay leaders admitted to her later, that in 1990, they thought the congregation 
would die within five years. “And now we’re considered one of the most vital 
congregations in Hilltown and in our region.”  
 
Phase One of the Transformation Journey 
 
 The people of Hilltown Christian Church would answer variously about when its 
transformation journey commenced: in the sixties during the Civil Rights movement, in 
1995 when African American members from Mount Tolbert joined, and in 2003 with the 
guest consultant, Virgil Faber. By far, though, the majority identifies it starting with 
Pastor Smith-Dugan, who, in turn, gives their decision to stay and do ministry the credit.  
                                                
9The Church of the Savior, begun in Washington, D.C. in the early 1940s by Gordon and Mary 
Cosby and seven initial members, is now a network of nine independent ecumenical Christian faith 
communities. The quotes are taken from its website, http://www.inwardoutward.org, [accessed 1 
September, 2011]. 
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 This metamorphosis was complex; Hilltown church did not live into this vision of 
urban ministry as a linear, step by step program planned out in detail and in advance. 
There were no “phases,” except in big picture hindsight, and these did not really emerge 
but in being asked to tell the story. Thus, Pastor Smith-Dugan judges that Phase One 
lasted during the nineties and to about 2002.  
She added other grounding aims to the five initial trajectories for transformation 
she had in mind, and like roots of a plant, all of them were intimately related to one 
another. In other words, for this transformation to have organic integrity, it would need to 
be conducted, paradoxically, all at once and yet one thing at a time. Pastor Smith-Dugan 
also intended the change to be gradual but steady, in order for it to endure. She 
understood that this would require a long-term leadership investment on her part, but had 
no idea at the time that this ministry would continue twenty years. As Pastor Smith-
Dugan is fond of repeating: “I have no crystal ball!”  
 A surprise outside of the leadership’s control pressed Hilltown church to pursue 
the grounding aim of stewardship education. Two months after the pastor’s arrival, the 
downstairs day-care rental group pulled out, leaving the congregation with a more than 
ten percent budget deficit, and in a financial panic. In consultation, the regional minister 
advised, “Sheila, you worry about the ministry and the money will come.” She states, “I 
took that as gospel and I’ve been running with that ever since.” Under this ministry 
umbrella, the congregation began to teach and model tithing, they now develop and tell 
stories of their ministry to themselves and to outsiders through an annual stewardship 
booklet, and they recruited spiritually mature, savvy trustees, who in their oversight are 
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known “to make a dollar scream before we let it out of our hands.” Pastor Smith-Dugan 
admits, “We do struggle with finances and don’t take it for granted,” but while every year 
“the bean counters” (labeled such affectionately) warn that “since so and so has died, this 
is probably the year we won’t make it,” the congregation has. The money has come in for 
ministry from regular giving, grants, endowment earnings, and donations from former 
members and distance admirers. Lay leaders proudly reported, “We are still making our 
own budget, not living off of our endowment, and we tithe everything we get, off the top, 
beyond ourselves, to mission.”  
Another grounding aim is genuine, radical welcome. Alena Jacobs, a Caucasian 
member, reflected upon the way Hilltown had been prior to transformation:  
The primary problem was that we had fallen into the same trap that it’s so easy to 
fall into. We were all for people coming in, but we expected them to sit down and 
behave and worship like good, traditional white people. (Laughter). Be good 
mainline Protestants. See, if you want to listen to our music and enjoy our kind of 
preaching and live as we live and dress as we dress and entertain as we entertain, 
then you’re welcome to come in, but don’t expect us to reach out to you. 
 
One of the African American members who visited at Hilltown in the early nineties 
reveals her internal dialogue as she contemplated joining the white congregation: 
I would say the deciding factor for me to join was the openness and was it 
welcoming? Was it inclusive? Was it genuine? Were there, was there more than 
just lip service? Was um, my family and I going to be welcomed there? Was it 
going, were we going to be comfortable there? Was it going to be an odd thing for 
us to be there? So that's why we attended several years before we joined. 
 
Toward reshaping Hilltown’s congregational culture in this direction, the leaders, 
for one thing, adopted a regional assembly theme as their own identity: “The Welcoming 
People of God.” For another, they conducted training in basic social and greeting skills. 
Additionally, they adopted worship practices of singing a welcome song and handing out 
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welcome bags to visitors. Pastor Smith-Dugan recalls telling them, “if you have to jump 
over the pew” be sure to greet the new people, and later, when the fear of coming to 
Hilltown was pervasive, her sermon offered specific verbiage and strategies to help 
parishioners invite others.  
Marcy Jones expressed in the crescendo mode of African American preaching 
that to be welcoming drove the congregation to unanticipated and significantly deeper 
levels of transformation. 
So if we say, ‘We’re anti racism, pro reconciliation, we’re transforming, we are 
Disciples, we are the welcoming, we are open,’ we are saying, ‘Come.’ We put a 
sign out and said, ‘Welcome.’ Shake your hand and give you a program when you 
walk up the steps. And we say ‘welcome.’ If you really mean it and you have the 
nerve to say you are a disciple of one, of the chosen, if you have the nerve to say 
that, and you believe it, born and raised up in this church and you think that that’s, 
and that’s what you are, then you are saying even the lowliest in your view can 
come in and sit among you and you will say, ‘Come. You are welcome.’ That’s 
what we’re saying. 
  
Even the one who is, I, you know, we’ve had one come in and have a fit. Acting 
out and had a fit. In church. A fit. And then he just went crazy in the church. I 
wasn’t here that day, but he just went, Shew! We say, ‘We love you.’ He's 
welcome here. Of course, we don’t like what he did, but he’s welcome. We have 
one who comes to you in filthy rags. He's welcome. You have one who comes to 
you who has these babies. We don’t know. She’s not married. We don’t know.  
We’re not making a judgment. We love her. 
 
We have one who comes in here reeks of liquor. He stumbles to us. We love him.  
We come. We have one who comes in. He finds us and he’s in crisis. We love 
him. This is what we’re saying. And we haven’t got to the color thing. (Laughter) 
We’re not even on the color issue. We’re just saying, ‘Come.’  
 
Because color's not your only issue. Hello? There's all kinds. Environmental 
impact? Wow! Put your chinstrap on. There’s all kind of people out there. And if 
you’re really transformation, if you’re really interested in transforming and you 
say, ‘Open the door,’ get ready! (Laughter) Get ready, because it’s going to be a 
whole lot of craziness coming in here! We’re going to get them all. So are you 
really going to? Okay. So now let’s think this thing through. Are you going to be 
transforming? Are you going to say, ‘Come on in?’ And are you willing to say, ‘I 
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love you. You are a child of God. I love you.’ Is that what you’re saying? And 
mean it? It’s a test of faith. 
 
And you know, and it’s okay. You’re not there yet. It's okay. It’s okay to own 
that. It’s okay. But this is where we are headed. 
 
Racial reconciliation, one of the pastor’s original transformation trajectories, was 
pursued at Hilltown church without an official vote, but intentionally, as a practice of 
trust and a process of community building. She now thinks that, at least in a 
predominately Caucasian congregation, it requires a long-term pastorate and a dedicated 
core of African American lay leaders.10 Among initial steps, Hilltown brought in African 
American guest preachers and recruited African American teachers for Sunday school 
classes in which they discussed such basics as slavery and African American history in 
the United States. At the invitation of the Region, three individuals underwent Crossroads 
anti-racism training,11 and in 1999 Hilltown developed its own congregational 
Reconciliation Team to educate, promote dialogue, and oversee the congregation’s 
progress. A supplemental action was to develop a congregational relationship with the 
neighboring African American Disciples congregation in Mount Tolbert. 
Hilltown undertook several changes in beliefs and practices along the pastor’s 
trajectory of nurturing spirituality. As with racial reconciliation, the congregation did not 
                                                
10Michael O. Emerson and Rodney M. Woo, People of the Dream: Multiracial Congregations in 
the United States (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2006), 66-70. Beyond the necessity of 
reaching outward into the community, the authors write of “institutionalizing racial diversification” 
internally in congregations that have been successful at becoming multiracial. Hilltown Christian exhibits 
several of these steps: (1) discerning an explicitly multiracial vision statement, which is then put on the 
cover of the worship bulletin and repeated over and over, signifying that this is integral to the 
congregation’s mission, (2) changing the music, and (3) racially diversifying the pastoral leadership. 
 
11Crossroads was co-founded in 1986 by Joseph Barndt and Susan Birkelo to understand and 
combat the root causes of institutional racism, providing antiracism organizing, training and consultation 
services to institutions desiring to dismantle systemic racism; http://www.crossroadsanti-racism.org, 
[accessed September 1, 2011].  
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vote to make changes in this area, but connecting spirituality to faith formation through 
small groups, Pastor Smith-Dugan added an adult Sunday school class, conducted some 
mid-week studies, served as a spiritual director, and designed retreats, including an 
annual Prayer Retreat. The very first one probably only garnered five participants and no 
people of color, but has grown to a mixed group of about twenty; also evolving from the 
sole topic of one’s personal relationship with God to congregational spiritual 
discernment, increasing the congregation’s wisdom and serenity. 
Spirituality was also furthered as Pastor Smith-Dugan began to use the language 
“for this season” to underline God’s pacing of their ministry, to deal with anxiety over the 
future, and to meet the demands of urban ministry. Ministries and programs came to have 
“seasons” of viability and purpose, and it was not for the leaders to know what the future 
would hold, only that “for this season we are called to be here.” The pastor also framed 
her request for a first sabbatical as mirroring God’s seasonal rhythm, and later as needed, 
lay leaders explicitly negotiated breaks or “sabbaticals” from various ministry projects. 
“Seasons” turned out as well to be an extremely valuable frame for managing the 
grief that predictably accompanied change. After the pastor had been sensitized through 
the biblical story of Ezra to the sadness and tears of the people of God as they 
remembered the first temple, she likewise gave the congregation permission and coached 
it on how to let go of programs and people without being unfaithful to them. Whenever a 
new program commenced or a new leader took up responsibility from another, Pastor 
Smith-Dugan honored expressions of emotion and appreciation, stressing the “legacy” of 
that past servant or the ministry that had existed before. 
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Pastor Smith-Dugan promoted a second spiritual practice called “deep listening,” 
in order for the congregation to be in communion with the Holy Spirit and allow God to 
direct its decision-making. Deep listening incorporated prayer, scripture study, listening 
to self, and conversational sharing with others. In place of the knee-jerk pattern of trying 
to control ministry or giving a precipitous “No,” the leadership started to follow Pastor 
Smith-Dugan in her open, exploratory approach to new ideas, first of all affirming the 
spiritual gifts and call of the one seeking approval. Leaders noticed, too, that as they 
listened deeply, they grew in innovation and risk-taking.  
Therefore, how they were doing on this spiritual journey inward was vitally 
linked to the journey they were taking outward along the mission trajectory. Hilltown 
pursued the outreach efforts they had been before transformation, but now out of a 
growing, stronger spiritual core. Claiming their on-going interest in the well-being of 
youth, the leaders of the congregation investigated the needs of their neighborhood and 
perceived the call to provide tutoring to Hilltown middle school students, designing an 
after-school program. This ministry met so well the critical needs that ten years later, the 
school system itself took up the mantle and continued its own version of the program. 
After this, the Hilltown church launched a youth basketball league and enrichment group. 
Finally, alongside all these initiatives and with intentionality, the congregation 
revamped weekly worship. In its commitment to enhancing spirituality, for instance, it 
allowed “the Holy Spirit” to soften time-bound attitudes and gave it more room to direct 
the worship service. The priority it put on welcome sponsored inroads on visual, racial, 
generational, and gender diversity in worship leadership, in order “that we look like who 
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we are saying we are.” The congregation also added a passing of the peace, which has 
since evolved into an elaborate, greet-everyone-in-the-aisles practice. In addition, having 
grown in their spiritual maturity, the elders’ leadership in worship has became more 
flexible, vibrant, and inspiring. The pastor experimented with her preaching, too, making 
sure the message was contextual and fresh. I found her style to be gentle, prophetic, and 
persuasive. The use of a video screen was attempted in the early years, but the 
sanctuary’s older architecture thwarted this. In the matter of music, the congregation 
increased the variety of styles in a blended form, meeting each generation with something 
of what it valued and connecting at least a bit more with the expectations of African 
Americans. The music staff at the time had to be “loved into this change,” as Hilltown 
Christian people term their approach to any and all resistors. 
Along the trajectory of its organizational structure, Pastor Smith-Dugan helped 
transform the tiny corps of ruling patriarchs and matriarchs12 through two practices: (1) 
providing respectful, equal pastoral care, and (2) continually channeling decisions out of 
unofficial, private “meetings” into the broader legitimate circles of organization. Over 
time this unhealthy pattern righted itself and the individuals who had come to feel the 
burden of inordinate responsibility for every task that the congregation had on its 
calendar experienced healing and release. 
An extra trajectory of transformation entailed nurturing the congregation’s 
capacity for celebration and gratitude. Hilltown’s leadership slowly recognized that white 
                                                
12Rothauge, Sizing Up A Congregation for New Member Ministry, 7. He builds on Carl S. Dudley, 
Making the Small Church Effective (Nashville: Abingdon, 1978) who noted that the small church – 
Rothauge’s “Family Church” – is a “a one-cell unit” and like “a family with strong parental figures in 
control of the norms and changes in the family life,” that is, “well-established patriarchs and matriarchs.” 
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middle-class church culture in the United States does not take time, generally speaking, 
to thank its leaders or celebrate its collective accomplishments, assuming instead that 
whatever they do in church is their humble duty, and that one ought to immediately move 
on to the next assignment, an ethos that can be deadening, particularly in a demanding 
urban ministry. As Hilltown became more of an interracial congregation and learned 
from its African American brothers and sisters, it re-habituated itself in this regard, 
becoming cheerleaders to each other and the kind of people who more naturally celebrate 
their own history, using it as “a springboard into the new.” 
 As part of Phase One, at the time when the General Assembly of the Christian 
Church (Disciples of Christ) was to be held in Statesboro, Pastor Smith-Dugan, in an 
unprecedented step, pressed the General Planning Team to include a hands-on mission 
experience for Assembly volunteers in which they would build a desperately needed 
worship space for the Mount Tolbert congregation. This mission project idea arose 
organically from the relationship that the two congregations had forged with each other; 
it put them in even closer interaction and strengthened Mount Tolbert’s ties to the 
Disciples denomination. In the midst of their united labor, however, rumors of pastoral 
misconduct were confirmed and split the Mount Tolbert congregation. In subsequent 
years, a handful of its gifted lay leaders found their way, attributing these decisions to the 
leadership of the Holy Spirit, into membership in Hilltown Christian. They experienced 
healing in this new faith circle and offered it a much-welcomed infusion of African 
American presence and leadership.  
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 In this same time frame, the village of Hilltown, financially strapped and 
dysfunctional, experienced a rise in youth violence. The congregation still recounts 
cleaning up beer cans that had been thrown through sanctuary windows, dealing with cars 
stolen from the parking lot, and hearing gunshots during mid-week bible studies, the 
pastor once witnessing a shooting. She worked on at least two fronts to combat the 
resulting “fear factor.” First of all, as the new leader of the Hilltown clergy group, she 
spearheaded a community-wide response to the upsurge, applying for and capturing grant 
money for churches to do targeted youth ministry. In the second place, Pastor Smith-
Dugan gave frank sermons and nurtured the laity to face this situation with faith: “Since 
this has happened, what are we going to do? And what would Jesus want us to do with 
this situation?” In a sermon, she heard herself saying:  
Nobody in this congregation asked the community around us to go into complete 
economic chaos! Did anybody ask for that? You know, did anybody ask for the 
gangs? You see, nobody asked for that. So we are responding in Christ. We are 
keeping the witness, the Disciples witness to the Christ alive in this community. 
We can talk about keeping the light on. We’re keeping the light on for our 
community. 
  
 This resolve was sorely tested in 2000. Theodore Quincy, an African American 
male, went on a shooting spree in Hilltown. Three Caucasian individuals were randomly 
killed, one of them two blocks from the church building and one of them, Michael 
Andrews, a man who had been a guest preacher at Hilltown Christian. The news hit the 
congregation like a ton of bricks and the media rushed in to tell the gory details; this 
event had confirmed every suspicion and fear that whites harbored of black violence in 
this village. In response, the Hilltown congregation took the lead and enlisted other 
congregations to pray for the community. Among other events, it sponsored a prayer 
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walk that followed the route of the shooter, a story that made the evening news. This 
tragedy could have spawned a mass exodus from Hilltown Christian as it did in all but 
two other white congregations in the “City of Churches,” and it could have derailed the 
whole transformation enterprise, but instead it matured the members.  
 A huge denominational mission endeavor, called “Miracle Day,” had already been 
scheduled to address its accessibility needs and make building improvements at Hilltown 
Christian. Hundreds of volunteers from sister congregations across the Region had signed 
up, but it was a very real possibility that none would dare to attend after news of this 
violent incident. To everyone’s amazement, 325 individuals came to work that day, more 
than had been pre-registered, conveying to Pastor Smith-Dugan: “We saw what your 
church did in the midst of that and it was such a powerful witness, we wanted to be here 
and help.” The group ended the day with food, music, and carnival activities, open to the 
entire Hilltown community. The experience was so exciting that the members went door 
to door in the neighborhood telling the news of this miracle, inviting people to come to 
the party. Five hundred people celebrated together that day in the church parking lot. 
Pastor Smith-Dugan testified: “the Spirit turned that whole thing around!”  
 
Phase Two of the Transformation Journey 
Discerning Identity, Purpose, Mission, and Vision 
 In 2002 the Region invited Hilltown to be one of five pilot congregations in its 
newly designed region-wide effort at congregational revitalization.13 Its congregational 
                                                
13“Congregational revitalization” was the language used in the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) for the renewal of declining congregations before “congregational transformation.” Hamm, 2020 
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leaders agreed to participate on condition that, as a racially mixed congregation, their 
consultant be an African American. Virgil Faber, a dynamic denominational leader, 
joined them for a weekend and perceptively named Hilltown “interracial” and 
“intergenerational; this is who you are.” Pastor Smith-Dugan recalls seeing the heads of 
her parishioners nodding in agreement, which thrilled her to no end, because it meant that 
the ecclesial vision planted eight years earlier had become their own.  
 Sensing that these two identifiers needed an explicit theological base, Pastor 
Smith-Dugan added “into Jesus.” The three together now serve as their “tag line,” a 
succinct, memorable statement of their congregational identity and vision. “Interracial, 
Intergenerational, and Into Jesus” was printed on their weekly worship bulletin, 
mentioned in the sermons and in worship in various ways, and used as criteria for 
decisions and evaluation. It has helped Hilltown stay focused as it continued its 
transformation journey and has given the congregants an easily comprehensible way to 
describe themselves as church to others.  
 Faber’s consultation also brought to light the need to transform Hilltown’s 
worship space and services because these still communicated “Caucasian church” to 
African Americans. They added, as examples, Kente cloth on various furnishings and 
pieces of artwork that depicted people of color. They upped their standard concerning 
worship leadership, insuring that people of color were leading in the chancel every 
Sunday, and developed the Praise Team choral group to insure that the sounds to which 
African Americans and the younger generations responded would be heard. Faber also 
                                                                                                                                            
Vision, 125, refers to the mandate as “revitalization,” whereas after 2005, the prevailing term shifted to 
“transformation.” 
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challenged them to be even more deeply missional with the question: “What are you 
really doing in the community?” 
 
Organizational Structure 
 
 This revitalization challenge spurred Pastor Smith-Dugan to enter a silent retreat 
to process Faber’s insights and to reflect upon the particular problem area of the 
congregation’s organizational system, which by then had become a heavy burden, even a 
barrier to further transformation. She remarked that it was like “pulling teeth” to recruit 
people into office, as if when a meeting was called, they were being asked to enter a 
“torture chamber.” The structure was not facilitating nor supporting people like Fran and 
Hope, for instance, who wanted to do mission with the children of the community. Pastor 
Smith-Dugan realized: “I cannot ask these people to do one more thing!” The stimulus, 
then, for this aspect of Phase Two was congregational burnout. 
 To deal with this issue, Hilltown developed a process that they now follow on any 
major corporate decision. First, Pastor Smith-Dugan met with the elders, expressed her 
concerns, and requested that the congregation consider suspending the by-laws, 
particularly the department structure, and listen for three to five mission priorities around 
which a new organization would form. Secondly, a revitalization team was established 
for discernment that eventually proposed “ministry teams” formed around outreach, 
shepherding, reconciliation, youth and family, and worship, to be composed of those with 
gifts and passion for these ministries. Thirdly, congregational listening sessions were 
formed to harvest widespread feedback. Fourth, in the fall of 2003, the congregation 
voted to experiment with the new approach, building in moments for evaluation and 
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potential revision. Reflecting back, one of Hilltown’s leaders expressed the minority view 
that changing the language from “departments” to “teams” had not make “a whole lot of 
difference,” but then he backtracked to note a couple of exceptions, admitting that it: (1) 
had reduced the number of priorities, and (2) had motivated some people to get involved 
in the depth of mission instead of simply “filling their time with meetings.” The first year 
of experimentation, enthusiasm ran high with perfect attendance at meetings. Today the 
structure’s overall purpose is to facilitate mission rather than to uphold the structure, and 
across ensueing years, the five ministry teams have been reshuffled according to new or 
adjusted needs. and an additional team has been proposed for ministering in the cause of 
mental health, called “Healing Hearts.” 
 This transformation trajectory also included changing the culture of decision-
making from a business model to a communal, spiritual model, which Pastor Smith-
Dugan adapted from the ecclesial practices of the Society of Friends.14 Each meeting 
began with devotional reflection and sharing, “deep listening” was integrated into the 
agenda next, and items for discernment were allotted time early on. After a great deal of 
groundwork and once items for discernment were “ripe,” the goal of the dialogue was to 
reach consensus rather than to gain a majority; voting became the last thing they did, not 
the first. The leadership also cultivated habits of healthy, straightforward communication 
inside and outside meetings, and intentionally honored dissenters for the courage of 
                                                
14The full name is “The Religious Society of Friends” and the alternate name is “the Quakers.” 
The ecclesial practice to which Pastor Smith-Dugan was referring was that of the body discerning God’s 
will, or “the way forward,” which is similar to consensus building. 
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taking a stand, at the same time not allowing any “tyranny of the minority” to prevent the 
body’s forward movement.  
 Another target for change along this trajectory of transformation was the 
nominating process. As it is now, the summer before elections, the positions of leadership 
and membership on ministry teams are announced, along with the corresponding spiritual 
gifts, inviting nominations. The committee meets and prayerfully seeks the right people, 
not just the required number of leaders. A second review assures that there is adequate 
diversity across the entire slate, that no one is being spread too thin, and that the result 
fits with Hilltown’s identity statement. Invitations follow and all have noticed: “We don’t 
have to force anymore.” Hilltown lived into all these by-law developments gradually and 
the organizational document was not officially rewritten until five years later. Their 
success on this helped to encourage experimentation and innovation in other matters. 
 
Faith Formation 
  
Losing attendance at mid-week evening events and long-term learning groups, 
Hilltown initiated alternative means for faith formation and spiritual nurture. They found 
more success in making fuller use of Sunday morning, creating daytime opportunities, 
and offering short-term studies. Multiple congregants taught small discussion groups, led 
bible studies, and facilitated retreats, such as a study on the Gospel of Mark, a discussion 
of the texts, The Purpose Driven Life and The Shack,15 a retreat on parenting, and a 
quarterly Women’s Tea that took the place of the Christian Women Fellowship. For a 
                                                
15 Warren, The Purpose-Driven Life, and William P. Young, The Shack (Newbury Park, CA: 
Windblown Media, 2007). 
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season, the congregation was also clustered into “flocks” under the leadership of the 
elders, for the purpose of fellowship, pastoral care, service, and racial reconciliation. The 
congregation now also sponsors three days of prayer and fasting across the year, and 
Pastor Smith-Dugan provides personal spiritual direction with members, assisting them to 
discern their spiritual gifts and particular calls in ministry. Recently, she has 
experimented with the preparation for baptism classes,16 designing them as sessions of 
small group spiritual direction. 
Sunday morning worship is saturated with teaching, too. Pastor Smith-Dugan 
sometimes issues bible challenges to the congregation, to read the New Testament over 
the summer, for instance. She also views her sermons as advancing faith formation, in 
one method combining Lectio Divina and traces of African American preaching, taking a 
phrase of scripture, reflecting upon it, turning it, and repeating it in different ways until 
listeners leave with the message of the day deeply embedded.  
Hilltown Christian also considers itself a teaching congregation that mentors and 
sends out seminarians. About eight individuals from the nearby seminary have served as 
ministerial interns, of which two have moved back into the area, and following their calls 
into social work, have re-engaged with Hilltown. Pastor Smith-Dugan considers the 
congregation to be extremely well staffed, and the spiritual leadership of the church to be 
comprised, not only of herself, but these volunteers, licensed ministers, ordained 
members, elders, and even the chair of the board. 
                                                
16The Disciples practice “believer’s baptism” by immersion. In line with their understanding of 
baptism into the “whole church” and their ecumenical commitments, however, they accept other Christian 
baptism practices as valid. Congregations design their preparation for baptism classes and these vary in 
length and content, as does the age of the participants.   
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 Hilltown’s missional engagement continued to evolve during Phase Two as they 
asked what the community really needed. They contributed to the de-escalation of youth 
violence by opening the gym and being a safe place for youth to hang out, by offering 
weekend and summer programs, and one-on-one mentoring. They attempted to address 
the community’s mental health issues by providing a counseling service. Annual festival 
events, particularly geared to children and families, were added to the congregational 
calendar, opening Hilltown church to the entire community.17 For a time, they also took 
worship outside on the parking lot through Hope and Healing services. These mission 
enterprises suited the congregants’ gifts in and preference for hands-on ministry.  
 Work along the trajectory of racial reconciliation continued during Phase Two as 
this ministry team sponsored opportunities for small group dialogue on such topics as 
systemic racism, white privilege, and internalized racism. If ever a parishioner 
experienced not being welcomed or had been offended by another member’s behavior or 
words, this team also served as a safe place to address this toward reconciliation. 
 
Developing leadership 
 Throughout Phase One and Two, Pastor Smith-Dugan modeled strong leadership 
and mentored the lay congregational leaders by working to nourish in them a deeper 
spiritual maturity, gratefully receiving the African American leaders as they arrived, and 
finally encouraging all to help shape newcomers into the fullness of their spiritual gifts. 
An elder I interviewed, James Pachowski, apparently trained to tap new people for 
greater involvement in the congregation at every opportunity, tried to recruit me during 
                                                
17The Fall Festival and Santa’s Open House are two of these special events.  
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my temporary stay to join in the CROP Walk. Misty Stevens, a cognitively challenged 
young woman, steeped in the practice of prayer at Hilltown, went up to the door of the 
family of a shooting victim in the community and asked: “Can I pray for you?” Kevin 
Smith-Dugan noted that the spiritual direction that the pastor has been doing with a 
number of individual members will soon bear fruit, as these “cycle up” to assume 
leadership roles in the congregation. 
It was the most natural step, then, in 2004, for two of the African American lay 
leaders from Mount Tolbert, Belinda Merrick and Charles Ethridge, to come to the 
Hilltown elders and request licensing as lay ministers. The elders and eventually the 
congregation saw in this the movement of the Holy Spirit and, with approval from the 
congregation, these entered this Regional process.  
Charles and Belinda were given roles as associate lay ministers to Pastor Smith-
Dugan, which included worship leadership, preaching opportunities, pastoral care, and 
mission team leadership. Their ecclesial background had infused them with deference for 
the authority of the senior pastor, sometimes to the degree of considering themselves 
“armor bearers,” charged to do whatever he or she would command.18 Pastor Smith-
Dugan’s collaborative leadership style and the Disciples’ core value of the ministry of 
the laity, then, presented to them a learning curve, but one that they soon grew into, 
Minister Merrick coining the phrase: “We don’t compete, we complete.” These two 
servants, plus eventually a third, Stephanie Little, greatly expanded the ministry team.  
                                                
18These particular members of the Mt. Tolbert Disciples congregation were originally raised in the 
Church of God in Christ.  
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 Just as the process of licensing was near completion, a backlash surfaced. Three 
former board chairs, Caucasian males, strongly objected to this step and petitioned the 
congregation to backtrack. The eldership determined that it was the call of the Spirit to 
continue and that it was, besides, too late to turn the process around. In what had become 
typical Hilltown practice by then, Pastor Smith-Dugan and these elders dealt directly and 
individually with the resistors, listened to their complaints, and tried to “love them into 
the change.” As they navigated this painful process, it became clear that the real, root 
objections were about power and racism. At one level, this licensing was a challenge to 
the hierarchical models of leadership to which they were accustomed at work, now being 
dismantled in the congregation, but at even a more basic, unarticulated level, seeing 
African Americans in pastoral leadership was felt as a threat to them as leaders, touching 
a primal fear that Hilltown was becoming a black church.  
It is Pastor Smith-Dugan’s conviction that the nature of the church compels it to 
“go after the one” as in Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep, and her style has been one of 
“circling back,” not leaving even disgruntled people behind. Across time, the leaders 
have also followed the general instructions in Matthew 18.19 Their attempts to do so led 
to the conversion of one of the three; another died before coming to terms with this 
change, and the last became extremely angry, vociferous, and antagonistic. The pastor’s 
desire to persuade him pained African American parishioners and the elders who by then 
were ready to cut him off. When this member made overtly racist remarks against one of 
                                                
19Matt. 18:15-20 (NRSV adapted): “If another member of the church sins against you, go and 
point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one . 
. . . if not listened to, take one or two others along with you . . . . if that one refuses to listen, take it to the 
church . . . . if he or she refuses to listen even here, let that one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector.”  
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the newest members, Pastor Smith-Dugan realized that this lost sheep had crossed over 
into being a “wolf.” She recalls a sermon in which she suddenly made a turn directed by 
the Holy Spirit: “If you’re not growing in your faith here, might I suggest you go 
somewhere else, because that’s what it’s all about. And, if you’re not growing in your 
relationship with Jesus Christ and this church, then I really need you to think about 
whether this is the right church for you.” The individual withdrew from the fold, and her 
sermon, as it modeled firm but loving words that they could employ in similar situations, 
empowered the rest of the congregation.  
There were other tensions around which members departed during the phases of 
transformation. Some parents wanted more children and youth in the congregation; others 
were not satisfied with the congregational programming and went elsewhere. For several 
members, it became too much when the direction of the congregation took them deeper 
into the community, and for others when that community became more dangerous. A 
number were healed from the wounds they had experienced in other congregations by 
being in relationship with Hilltown, and, once strengthened, felt free enough to return to 
those or other congregations, leaving Hilltown bereft, with losses to process. Overall, 
there was a growing realization that a transforming church was “not going to meet 
everybody’s needs.” 
Six months after this conflict, Pastor Smith-Dugan was diagnosed with breast 
cancer. Initially, it looked like the chemotherapy and radiation treatments would endure a 
year, and she was ready to submit her resignation given this possibility, but the regional 
minister assured her that the Hilltown congregation had strong enough lay leaders to take 
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up the ministry, and they did step up in her absence. The organizational structure change 
was tested, worked, and continued, and the new lay ministers were such a gracious 
presence that members immediately perceived the benefit of the step they had taken, 
interpreting it as God’s providence, and the licensing process did not abate.  
 A sabbatical leave was worked into Pastor Smith-Dugan’s time away, and upon 
her full return in the fall of 2005, she resumed duties, and six months later led the 
membership through a weekend visioning retreat to discern its next steps. From this point 
forward, the congregation also took up the cause of breast cancer awareness, both inside 
the congregation and in the Hilltown community. 
 About three years later, in the wake of the regional minister’s resignation, the 
Region perceived its own institutional need to transform, and both of the Smith-Dugans, 
with congregational blessing, agreed to serve a two-year term as co-regional moderators. 
The Hilltown congregation, ever a stalwart support of the denomination, adjusted to the 
requisite, occasional absences of their senior minister, and carried on “real ministry.”  
 
Phase Three of the Transformation Journey 
 In Pastor Smith-Dugan’s assessment, most of the congregation and most 
assuredly its leaders now have “a mission sense,” that is, that they come to this 
congregation in order to do significant ministry in the life of this community. In other 
words, they see Hilltown Christian as a “Mission Church/Mission Outpost.” Therefore, 
she considers that Phase Three began about 2010 and they are still living into its three-
pronged identity, evaluating in an on-going fashion whether the five ministry teams 
remain necessary or should be revised. To determine this she periodically asks: “Are we 
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still doing the things that this community needs us to do the most, and that the Lord needs 
us to do the most in Hilltown?”  
 As part of Phase Three, along the trajectory of spiritual growth, Hilltown 
Christian delved more deeply into two themes: forgiveness and replenishment. The 
practice of forgiveness was woven through worship, sermons, small groups studies, 
stewardship interpretation, and community outreach ministries. This theme fits well an 
ecclesial image of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., which informs Pastor Smith-Dugan’s 
transformation leadership, that of “The Beloved Community,” especially in its 
relationship to reconciliation: “The end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is 
the creation of the beloved community. It is this type of spirit and this type of love that 
can transform opposers into friends . . . . It is the love of God working in the lives of men 
[sic]. This is the love that may well be the salvation of our civilization.”20  
  Secondly, upon the conclusion of her term as regional moderator, listening to the 
licensed ministers and others, Pastor Smith-Dugan perceived how “worn out” they were, 
declaring it a sabbatical year and concentrating on the theme for the fall of “Fill our Cup, 
Lord.” Some of the regular ministries were suspended to allow the congregation to 
replenish spiritually and eventually to revisit the call of God for the future. Alena Jacobs 
puts it this way: “We’ve just been so outward focused and we have noticed a sense of 
overall weariness, you know. It’s just like ‘Let’s take a breather. Let’s let God save the 
world for awhile (laughter) and let’s put ourselves back together,’ you know?” 
                                                
20Martin Luther King, Jr., “The Role of the Church in Facing the Nation’s Chief Moral Dilemma,” 
in Martin Luther King, Jr, C. Carson, R. Holloran, R. Luker, and PA Russell, The Papers of Martin Luther 
King, Jr. 4 (1992): 184-191. 
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 Numerical growth was never the stand-alone goal of Hilltown’s transformation 
journey. It was conceived, rather, to be an offshoot of spiritual growth and ecclesial 
faithfulness. In 1990, its total membership was 121, 104 of these were participating, and 
the average worship attendance was 55. In 2012, 115, 100, and 50. Worship attendance 
generally held steady across these years, in the low to mid-60s, until 2003 to 2008, when 
it averaged in the low 50s. Along this span of time, the congregation was dealing with 
conflict and the pastor’s illness, and the economics of Statesboro and Hilltown, which 
had a negative impact upon employment to the point that the congregation’s young adults 
had to relocate for jobs. As Pastor Smith-Dugan reflected, “I can’t say that we’ve grown 
tremendously, but we’re healthy in terms of bringing in about the same number of people 
as we lose each year.” The pastor also framed their smaller size as beneficial to the 
intergenerational piece of their identity and for members who struggle with mental 
illness, but these observations have not led Hilltown to take a lackadaisical approach to 
invitation evangelism, and had the congregation not specifically worked at growth, given 
its contextual challenges, it would not have remained relatively even in its numbers.  
A sign of significant change for the Hilltown congregation is the turnover of 
membership in its demography. In a recent, Sunday, informal poll, those who had been in 
the congregation before 1990 were very few and those that had joined since were easily 
two-thirds of the participants. The older generation is generally all white, middle-class, 
and well educated, the younger and more recent members, more diverse in color, class, 
and culture, with the overall socio-economic profile shifting downward. Today, Hilltown 
welcomes all, and all walks of life: drops-outs and PhDs, the mentally ill and social 
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workers, street folks and a few people with vacation homes, worship together. A couple 
of voices expressed how the body has “really been stretched” in the area of welcome. 
In terms of its interracial identity piece, the congregation is close to 60/40 in its 
Caucasian/African American ratio during worship, and its leadership core is 50/50.21 
Pastor Smith-Dugan has been told by some of the African American members that it is 
still a white church and some of the Caucasian members think it is becoming a black 
church, leaving her at a loss for interpretation and wondering if this actually indicates 
progress. During interviews, there was no hint that either whites or blacks were 
concerned about the ratio, and only one voice, an African American male, asserted that 
success in transformation would ultimately be the arrival of a black pastor, though he was 
quick to remark that he did not want Pastor Smith-Dugan to retire anytime soon. In 
summary, she posited: “This is where we are now. Maybe we will become a black 
church. We don’t know. But right now, God is calling us to an interracial witness.” 
Concerning its trajectory of racial reconciliation, the Hilltown congregation 
continues to be open and to level out its own barriers as it bumps into them. It has 
received its first Latino American family, which, in line with its priority on welcome and 
the sharing of cultural traditions, led the congregation to adopt a new worship practice of 
standing during the reading of the scripture. Pastor Smith-Dugan has noticed more 
members socializing interracially, but is particularly pleased that they are engaging in 
ministries of care for each other. Now there is also less distinction being made between 
                                                
21“Multi-racial” is used when 20 percent of the members are of a racial minority and no one racial 
group is 80 percent or more of the congregation. Such congregations comprise only 7 percent of U.S. 
congregations. See Emerson and Woo, People of the Dream.  
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“our youth,” referring to kids of congregational members, and the “community youth” of 
Hilltown. If someone speaks in this way, another will counter kindly to educate the 
individual, calling them all “our youth.” 
 Another arena of diversity in Hilltown Christian concerns its theological and 
political range, and it intentionally strives to be a safe place for conversation about even 
controversial subjects, which showed forth quite clearly as it traveled through the race to 
the election of President Obama. Pastor Smith-Dugan was glad to report members sitting 
down and talking about social issues, such as abortion, homosexuality, and gun control, 
sharing their passionate perspectives, and yet closing the sessions with communion and 
genuine hugs. The Disciples heritage of Christian unity does seem to have been 
inculcated congregationally as those who were raised Roman Catholic to those brought 
up in the Church of God in Christ/Pentecostal repeat that there is “no creed but Christ” 
and “no tests of fellowship.” Hilltown has not declared itself an open and affirming 
congregation,22 and its leaders are sure that full and open inclusion of gay, lesbian, bi-
sexual, and transgender persons, of which there are a few who self-identify in the 
congregation, would be a tough, conflictual issue to broach and navigate. So at this point 
the topic rests quietly below the surface. 
Palm Sunday, 2010, the Hilltown congregation welcomed into worship a young 
man who suffered a psychotic episode, involving a physical struggle, some bloodshed, 
and an arrest. It was “very frightening” to those gathered, and for the most part, the elders 
and the worship leadership of the congregation responded in ways that de-escalated the 
                                                
22“Open and Affirming” is the designation in the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) for 
congregations that are committed to full inclusion of gay, lesbian, bi-sexual, and transgender persons. 
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drama. When the worship service resumed, Pastor Smith-Dugan recounted: “I let go of 
the Palm Sunday message and I just talked about how upsetting this is and the darkness 
that comes on so many people, and that's what Jesus died for, so that we could find light.” 
By communion, she had observed that the corporate anxiety level had come down. 
Meanwhile, the media stationed itself outdoors, and she met the reporters with what she 
claims turned out to be the words of the Spirit: “I was glad he was here today. If he had 
had a psychotic episode in the grocery store, at the bus station, people could’ve been hurt, 
including Gerald, but he came to the right place, because uh, he was met with love here,” 
a witness that was broadcast on the evening newscast.  
Hilltown has taught itself to deal with fear by first naming it the minute it shows 
up: “This is what we are feeling and dealing with; let’s put it on the table and talk about 
it.” There is no shooing it away. Next, they make a visible, corporate, response of faith, 
such as a laying-on-of-hands prayer or hosting a prayer vigil, an empowering alternative 
to other fearful reactions, one that holds the body together when it might otherwise 
splinter. This practice of moving from fear to faith also better enables them to respond 
when family members, both black and white, incredulously ask: “Why do you go there?” 
and over time parishioners have coached each other on how to invite others to services: “I 
personally feel safe going to church, and I go to Hilltown because they need us there. I’d 
be happy to come and bring you.” As the congregation processed the Palm Sunday 
incident in subsequent weeks, they concluded that they had passed a test and that this 
experience had actually solidified their commitments. Only one member felt compelled 
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by fear to stay at home, away from church, after this incident, but she did so for only 
three weeks, returning to rejoin the faith community that gives her strength.  
 
Projections for On-going Transformation 
 
 Having been steeped in the discipline of gratitude throughout their transformation 
journey, the congregation remembered the pastor’s twentieth anniversary in 2010 without 
any prompting, and planned a sumptuous celebration. Among all those that came to the 
microphone, two visitors spoke to the warm welcome they had experienced and 
announced their plans to join. Pastor Smith-Dugan also shared that my on-site research 
had come at an opportune time, giving them the occasion to remember their twenty years 
of ministry together. Summarizing, she declared: “In 1990, we were a white middle-class 
church struggling to figure out whether we should even be in that community, and today, 
we are a multi-cultural, multi-class church, very committed to the community.” 
Considering what might be ahead, Pastor Smith-Dugan reflected:  
Multiple crises have been turned around by the Spirit empowering us to respond 
in love. . . . We took [the gospel] seriously when Jesus said, ‘I’ll be with you. 
Through it all.’ And we’ve been through a lot as a church. I wouldn’t recommend 
it as a path for transformation, but on the other hand, it makes ministry very real, 
you know. You don’t spend time arguing about whether the flag ought to be in the 
sanctuary or whether flowers should be real on the altar. . . . when there are 
shootings going on! There’s been a blessing to all of that, in that it’s made us be 
very real about our faith. The point is to be faithful and we really have that down. 
We need to listen for the next step . . . and to really trust that the Spirit will lead 
 us one step at a time. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
PRELIMINARY COMPARISONS OF THE 
THREE TRANSFORMATION STORIES:  
INSIGHTS AND QUESTIONS 
  
As the first step of the research interviews with congregants, I invited them to tell 
the story of their congregation’s transformation according to their own memory and 
priorities. From their accounts, I developed the composite stories of chapters two, three, 
and four. My comparison of their stories brought salient themes to the forefront, salient 
either because the theme dominated all three of the narratives, or because it stood out as a 
surprising difference between them. This first order descriptive analysis produced six 
salient themes concerning the ministry of congregational transformation. 
 
1. The Aim of Congregational Transformation 
The Hilltown and Cityside case study congregations were planted in the early 
twentieth century as cities were expanding and the United States was becoming more 
urban, rendering them both at or around 100 years old. River Ridge, founded in the 
earlier stages of industrialization, is the senior congregation at 143. The majority of 
interviewees in each congregation delineated the arrival and leadership of their current 
pastor as the starting point for transformation, but this was not unanimously the case, nor 
the only impetus that they mentioned. Many responded with one or more of the following 
symptoms: (1) they realized that they had been losing a lot of members for quite a while; 
(2) they were getting older and attracting very few younger people; (3) their context had 
changed and they had not, could not, or would not change; (4) they were suffering from 
significant conflict or division in the congregation; (5) they could no longer articulate 
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why they existed as church, nor envision their future; (6) they exhibited a club-like, 
inward focus, and were not interested in engaging with newcomers; (7) they lacked 
verve, (8) were indecisive, and (9) without doing anything differently, they knew they 
would die as an institution. All of these indicators applied to Hilltown, except the degree 
of conflict, but the driver for transformation there (if such can be a “driver”) seems to 
have been their corporate depression. Cityside manifested most of the aforementioned 
symptoms, although they still incorporated some young people, but they were most 
compelled by their debilitating, internal, power conflicts, and the small number of 
participants. River Ridge also fit all these, but was most pushed by the state of their 
building and the lack of young people.  
 All of the study congregations wanted to grow in numbers when they began 
congregational transformation. At the present time, all three of the sites currently appear 
to fit in the “pastoral-size” category, though River Ridge was eagerly pushing up against 
this ceiling in 2008, and Hilltown is on the border of “family-size.”1 River Ridge and 
Hilltown experienced their peak membership decades before they embarked upon 
transformation, while Cityside has enjoyed its largest numbers since; its increase in 
average worship attendance during transformation from 20 to 150 surpasses by far the 
range of the others, though attendance has not continued this high and Cityside has 
reported more difficulty than the others in retaining new converts and members. None of 
                                                
1Rothauge, Sizing Up A Congregation. “Family Church” is up to 50 in average worship 
attendance, “Pastoral Church” is up to 150, “Program Church” rises to 350, and “Corporation Church” is 
considered 350-500 plus. The vast majority of Disciples congregations now fit into the Family and Pastoral 
Church size ranges. In 1998 this latter statistical reality was the experience of 57 percent of the total 
number of congregations, and the General Minister and President projected that by 2020, this would 
increase to about 77 percent. Hamm, 2020 Vision, 131-2. 
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the congregations registered an ever-increasing attendance; there were years of decrease 
mixed in. Hilltown is actually at an attendance average lower than when it launched into 
transformation. So the numerical turnaround has not been unambiguous for these three, 
and none of them judge that they now have a guaranteed future, free and clear of needling 
questions around institutional viability. However, all of the case studies reported a 
significant turnover in new members, with those that have joined since transformation 
outnumbering those from before. The median age in all of the congregations has 
decreased, and all have observed greater diversity, at least in socio-economic categories 
of class and education level. All three are considered by their respective regional staff to 
be appreciably more vital than they had been.  
Along with the aim to grow numerically and survive institutionally, the careful 
reader of these stories can perceive four other operating motivations for church change. 
One of these is to serve God and participate in God’s mission. A second is to change with 
the changing context. Another is to change lives and bring more people to Jesus, making 
disciples, and the final is to be what God wants them to be as church, serving in the 
current context. These five overlapping aims are subtly evident within each site’s guiding 
statement of vocational calling, and were later confirmed in the interview codes.  
While these circles of faith realized they were making changes and looked to their 
vocational statements as the end to which these changes were aimed, the congregational 
interviewees were not all aware that their congregations were undergoing “congregational 
transformation,” per say. The pastors, on the other hand, were consciously leading their 
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congregations in “transformation,” whether they employed this term in their 
communications with the leaders and congregants or not.  
In all three case studies, the parishioners and, at times, the pastors were also fuzzy 
about the dates and details of their passages of change. To perfectly recite the past did not 
seem to be of vital consequence or integral to their everyday experience of being church, 
though they expressed how glad they were to have taken this retrospective look, and how 
being a part of this research raised their consciousness of being on such a journey.  
We can draw multiple insights for congregational transformation from the salient 
theme of aim. There is not only one impetus for entering transformation, i.e. numerical 
decline or an empty pulpit, as obvious and compelling as these two may be; rather, a 
constellation of symptoms, manifesting over time, converge upon the congregation 
somewhat like a “perfect storm.” Congregations must sense a degree of urgency before 
they will seek a minister to effect or help them make the change that they vaguely realize 
they need. Additionally, a congregation does not have to register huge numerical growth 
to be considered “transforming,” and parishioners do not necessarily have to know that 
they are traveling a transformation road in order to make progress along it, but it is 
important that the pastor lead intentionally and consciously. 
Questions immediately form given these thematic insights. Where exactly is the 
tipping point within the congregation’s experience of negative symptoms for embarking 
upon such a change? Can urgency for change be created, should it be, and if so, on what 
basis and by whom? If numerical growth is not the lone goal for congregational 
transformation, what place should an augmentation in numbers rank? How ought 
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congregational vitality be defined? Might these congregations and their lay leaders have 
made even more progress, or experienced less conflict, or been more satisfied along the 
transformation path had they been as conscious about this transition as they became since 
the research relationship? Had the pastoral leader more explicitly and frequently referred 
to this as a particular process, for instance, would he or she have garnered more support 
or reaped more reluctance? Is it wise for a pastoral leader to divulge to an ecclesial body 
the steps and likely situations that will come during transformation, or to hold this close 
to the vest until strategically necessary? 
 
2. Relationship to the Surrounding Context 
 
 Concerning geographical location, all three of these congregations are situated in 
the mid-section of the United States, but still east of the Mississippi River. Cityside and 
Riverside exist in the same mid-western state and Hilltown is planted in the western side 
of a northeastern state,2 with approximately 650 miles between the furthest two. River 
Ridge is part of a medium-size city when the Circle Five communities are combined, and 
these communities are encompassed by an agricultural economy and culture. It used to be 
a downtown church, and is now meeting in a neighborhood of an adjacent town. Hilltown 
is an independent, small, urban village, directly next to a major city and surrounded by its 
suburbs, all of which are in the midst of a transitioning manufacturing economy, 
embedded in a larger Appalachian culture. Cityside is planted in an urban neighborhood 
                                                
2As it happens, the Hilltown case study congregation is located in the part of the country 
historically most associated with Alexander Campbell, leader of the “Disciples of Christ” branch of the 
original movement. The Cityside and River Ridge case study congregations are located in a part of the 
country in which Barton Stone, leader of the “Christian” branch, was quite active. All three are situated in 
sections of the United States in which the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) currently has relative 
statistical strength. 
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of an even larger metropolitan area than Statesboro, with an extremely varied economy 
and culture.  
Considering ethnic makeup, River Ridge and Cityside remain by and large 
homogenous congregations, the one Caucasian and the other African American, and since 
engaged in transformation efforts, they both espouse welcome of all. Likewise, Hilltown 
values inclusive welcome, which has led it, in contrast to the other two, to become 
intentionally multi-racial, though Caucasian is its culture of origin.  
Just prior to their transformation efforts, the character of the congregations’ 
relationships with the surrounding neighborhood and community was neutral to negative. 
In this past way of being, congregants would not have talked much about their contextual 
surroundings, either because the congregation did not know much about its environment 
and did not take the opportunity to learn, or because it assumed it knew its local and 
cultural context, and a cautious “us and them” attitude had developed into a barrier. 
While these congregations longed for more members, they preferred those like 
themselves, and this became the implicit goal of their evangelism efforts. “Mission” and 
“outreach” had come, almost exclusively, to mean dollars given to a distant need. Over 
time, these congregations had turned more and more inward, holding their own internal 
needs as paramount ends in themselves. As Janet, a former board chair at River Ridge put 
it: “Then, we were like, ‘Hey! We have our community and this is all we really need,’ but 
now it’s like, ‘No! This isn’t really what God has put us on this earth for.” 
During transformation, the case study congregations were called upon to make 
three major decisions concerning their relationships with the context. (1) One of the first 
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was whether to stay in their current location or to relocate. A clear difference between 
River Ridge and the other two sites is that it decided to depart its downtown location and 
building for a nomadic existence, at least temporarily, and it opted to relate missionally to 
a broader Circle Five context. At Hilltown the decision was made to stay put and carry 
out urban ministry for and with its changing neighbors. These two Caucasian 
congregations apparently felt free and able to choose their location and determine their 
own futures. Cityside, the African American congregation, anchored itself in its footprint 
too, but no one there mentioned to me that the congregation had ever even considered 
relocating. During Segregation, it had not been at liberty to choose where it would dwell 
except within narrow boundaries, and even after racial restrictions had been lifted and the 
surrounding neighborhood declined, it yet remained.  
(2) A second strategic decision, whether or not they remained or left their present 
locations, was to name their primary identity and mission fields. In other words, they 
selected, to various degrees of consciousness, with whom in the broader, surrounding 
context, they would cultivate an active relationship. Cityside, for instance, publicizes that 
it is the “heart” of Cityside, chooses to relate to its neighbors and to the public school, 
and attempts to win and hold the hearts of these residents. River Ridge spoke of itself as a 
“Circle-Five church” in order to expand its identity and reach.  
(3) For the relationship with the context to be one of integrity, these congregations 
realized they needed to get to know their neighbors and become known in their chosen 
missional contexts. During transformation, then, they became more concerned about their 
reputation in this broader realm, and each one in its own way began to educate itself on 
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the changing context and its needs, both near and far. As a result of specific relational 
steps, one respondent put forward: “People know us more now. It used to be they knew 
us by the church building, but now they know us more as church.” 
Beyond these three major strategic decisions, the case study congregations also 
refined their contextual relationships by their attitudes and actions (theopraxis) along five 
other continuums: (a) they determined to relate to people in the outside world more as 
subjects in their own right than objects of charity or targets for additional numbers; (b) 
they chose what kind of needs they would attempt to meet in the context: emotional, 
physical, and/or spiritual, and with what message or programs; (c) they figured out just 
how deeply they would root themselves in the surrounding community in order to 
cultivate a mutual relationship, that is, one of “we” over one of “us and them;” (d) they 
decided whether they would prioritize changing individual lives, or transform the systems 
and structures of the wider community, or some of both; and (e) they invited people from 
the outside to come in to the church, that is, opened their facilities to the community, 
establishing ministries on site, and attracting others to worship and congregational events, 
as well as going out to meet these folks with the gospel wherever they were located 
within the selected mission field. The executive director of the Disciples’ denominational 
effort at new church planting recommends “doing ministry with the community instead of 
doing it to the community,” and conceiving “the membership list as the people being 
served” by the congregation, rather than strictly those on the declared rolls.3 In order to 
change congregational culture along all these trajectories, the leaders were compelled to 
                                                
3Per conversation with Dr. Rick Morse, December 12, 2010. 
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frame, explain, and give rationales. They often theologized these shifts and connected 
them to the congregation’s vocational statement.  
Prior to transformation efforts, the three congregations were inclined to think of 
their congregations as autonomous islands; they spent the bulk of their resources and 
attention inwardly upon themselves, and considered their limited engagement with that 
beyond their shores as an extra, optional step, a luxury even, and not of one piece with 
their ecclesial identity. Since they have been laboring on transformation, their prior 
“island” mentality has seemed far too small and unrealistic; it no longer holds up for 
them as a paradigm of church. These congregations do not speak of their congregation’s 
outward thrust as being opposed to, or taking time from, or as an addendum to their own 
internal congregational needs.  
These three accounts, then, provoke insights, among them, that congregational 
transformation is not limited to certain regions of the country or types of congregational 
locales. Another is that transformation may or may not entail relocation and/or change of 
building, but it will necessitate a revision in the congregation’s understanding of mission 
and its parameters, as well as its own particular vocation. Furthermore, both Caucasian 
and African American congregations experience the need to be transformed; the white 
church is not alone in battling the malaise of decline. Using these three congregations as 
the measure, a community of faith also does not need to become ethnically diverse in 
order to be considered transforming, but the mark of welcome is paramount. Moreover, 
the change of congregational relationship with the context in the direction of positive 
engagement transpires over time via intentional theopractical choices.  
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Some of the open questions, given these descriptive comparisons, include whether 
it is better to relinquish a building and change location or try to maintain it and remain in 
the neighborhood of origin, and what factors ought to be considered in this deliberation? 
How much and in what ways does the context influence or even cause a congregations’ 
decline and vitality? How critical is it that these church bodies match their neighbors, or 
that they embrace diversity, and in what ways does a congregation’s ethnicity nuance the 
response to this question? Are there kinds and degrees of welcome? What are the subtle 
or not so subtle differences between the transformation journeys of white and black 
congregations? Between them and intentionally heterogeneous ones? How much control 
does a congregation actually exert over whom it attracts, includes, and becomes? Ought 
transforming congregations be moving toward a multi-cultural identity, and if so, why 
and how do they do so?  
 
3. Steps Within the Process of Congregational 
Transformation 
 
 The manner in which these three adventures in congregational transformation 
unfolded was unique to each site; they did not take the same steps in the same order, nor 
make the same choices. Neither did they invest in or follow exclusively one of the 
myriad, available processes or programs of transformation,4 nor covenant with a singular 
                                                
4Some examples are: George Bullard’s Spiritual, Strategic Journey and Extreme Congregational 
Makeover, http://www.TheColumbiaPartnership.org and http://www.bullardjournal.blogs.com; Christian 
Schwarz’ Natural Church Development, http://www.ncd-international.org; The Center for Parish 
Development’s Missional Church “Journey of the People of God,” 
http://www.Centerforparishdevelopment.wordpress.com and http://www.missionalchurch.org; Alan 
Roxburgh’s Missional Church “Moving Back into the Neighborhood,” 
http://www.roxburghmissionalnet.com; and Thom Rainer’s Transformational Church, 
http://www.lifeway.com. 
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consultant or coach. In each case, though, they kept in touch, albeit minimally, with 
middle judicatory staff, and attended workshops or courses, seeking conversation with 
fellow practitioners here and there. The leadership perceived that transformation was not 
to be a one-size-fits-all program, and that local contextualization was to be given priority. 
The pastoral leaders also acted in the fashion that Ann Swidler outlined as occurring in 
“unsettled” times: they reached into their “tool kit” of habits, skills, and styles, 
constructing “strategies for action” to move them forward.5 Their behavior coincides with 
the image of “bricolage” from Claude Lévi-Strauss,6 and as Nancy Ammerman and Mary 
McClintock Fulkerson found in their respective congregational studies, such 
transformative leaders “improvise” steps of action that are suitable and sound.7 These 
pastors, in collaboration with the core lay leaders, also determined at what junctures 
authorization within the process of change was called for and of what type, whether it 
could be an executive decision, was the board’s prerogative, or necessitated a 
congregational vote, but that the parishioners would eventually “own” the vision and 
accept the changes toward it was a value shared by all three sites.  
                                                                                                                                            
 
5Ann Swidler, “Culture in Action: Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review 51, no. 
2 (April 1986): 273-86. 
 
6This term is derived from the French verb “bricoler,” which in contemporary times has come to 
refer to do-it-yourself building and repair, using tools and materials on hand. Bricolage is spontaneous, 
creative action with what is already around. See Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1966). 
 
7“Importing rules from one place to another also means that human action happens in the space 
between predictability and improvisation,” Ammerman, ed., Everyday Religion, 228. Fulkerson, Places of 
Redemption, writes: “Stories and other verbal articulations of ends and vision are essential to the identity of 
a community, but should shift from rule or content-driven models . . . . requires improvisation, change, and 
fluidity,” 47; “Theologizing requires the competence to read a situation and improvise a creative response,” 
235. 
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In the hindsight of storytelling, the pastors did, however, point to phases in their 
respective transformation paths, as well as projecting a bit into the future. In all of these 
interpretations, the pastor’s delineation of phases had to do with how far the parish had 
come and had yet to go toward the ultimate ecclesial vision, variously articulated, and it 
also seems to have been designated according to the amount of energy and capacity for 
attention that was available to and being called for from the pastor and congregation at 
the time. Only a very few voices spoke up for there being a patently clear end to 
transformation; virtually all participants considered it to be on-going, a journey on which 
one never, truly, finally, “arrived.”  
Within this variety, as I worked with their stories, I began to notice six steps that 
the congregational processes shared, and I inserted them as headings. While the 
interviewees did not necessarily employ the language I have chosen for these steps, they 
did speak to the existence of these components in their respective courses of change.  
 
(1) Readiness Work 
 
“Readiness work” might be described as the task of preparing the soil and 
planting seeds for significant ecclesial transformation. It may take place before the arrival 
of the called transformation pastor, as in the case of River Ridge, but the called 
transformation pastor can also lead readiness work in her or his early years of service in 
that place, as happened at Cityside and Hilltown. A certain degree of readiness work may 
also be incorporated in initiating subsequent, particular changes, as after Cityside 
discovered that the congregation was not yet ready “to share the Word” as disciplers, and 
went back to square one to assist the members in this role. 
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Across the telling, some individuals reported their congregations being “ready” 
but needing a plan and a leader, and a number admitted to being “ready,” with a plan and 
a leader, but not really knowing what would be the cost of change. Others speculated that 
congregations are never really, completely ready. Alena from Hilltown reflected upon the 
‘ready or not’ quality to this step:  
If [congregations] pray to be changed, they will be changed. If they pray God to 
bring people in the doors, they will be brought, and then they will have to deal 
with them. And I would advise congregations that if they still want to be all nice 
and comfortable and happy the way they are, then that’s probably not the time to 
do it. I mean, there seems to, it took a certain level of discomfort with our external 
situation to really get us going. 
 
A regional minister proffered that one way regions can be of assistance to such 
congregations is by creating “a climate of safety,” assuring congregations that 
transformation is an acceptable Disciples thing to do. The three congregations developed 
their capacity and readiness for the direction of radical change by several practices and 
activities, such as congregational self-studies, contextual awareness-raising, and the 
practice of spiritual disciplines.8  
 
(2) Awakenings 
 
Moments of awakening are “aha!” tipping points at which individuals and/or the 
corporate group “gets it,” experiencing a new level of enlightenment about their situation. 
The awakening often included information about what would be required of them for 
                                                
8The coded interview transcripts revealed dimensions to each of the six transformation process 
steps. For readiness work, the dimensions were: (1) congregational self-study, (2) breaking through denial, 
(3) practicing spiritual disciplines, (4) healing congregational relationships, (5) encouraging sabbaticals for 
clergy and lay leaders, (6) doing ecclesiological reflection, (7) developing a strong, core leadership group, 
(8) educating themselves on the current context, (9) becoming more comfortable with change, (10) 
attending to grief, and (11) dealing with the legacy of the past. 
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renewal, and was accompanied by a certain resolve to face those challenges. Minister 
Samantha Long at Cityside referred to awakening as “that day that the light bulb comes 
on,” and remarked that this did not happen at the same time for everybody. These 
moments of insight might spring from fears of institutional demise, a sense of call to help 
others, or recognition of the Divine at work among them. The director of worship at 
River Ridge described how “I went to church with my mom one Sunday and I got just a 
little tug that said, ‘You need to join these guys.’ And that’s the first time I ever felt 
called to a place.” Minister Belinda Merrick pointed to African American members 
bravely speaking up about particular interactions in the congregation that bore a “racial 
undertone,” in order to “alleviate some of that misunderstanding” in the faith community. 
Readiness work paved the way for awakenings, but could not predict or control 
them, as they might occur at any defining juncture. Able leadership often took advantage 
of the resulting momentum to mobilize the group or to choose a riskier road.9   
 
(3) Securing Pastoral and Developing Lay Leadership 
In these three cases, it was the call and coming of the clergyperson that 
galvanized a good deal of energy within the body for new life, but in each instance, a 
smaller, core lay leadership group was also instrumental to the body’s forward 
movement, a team that the pastor nurtured and upon which the pastor relied. Additional 
                                                
9Discovered dimensions to this second step from the coded transcripts were: (1) the experience of 
disorientation, and (2) the practice of testifying to the experience of ‘waking up.’  
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adjustments to the paid staffing configuration, both early on and throughout the course of 
change, were enacted as well to support the goals of the transformation effort.10  
 
(4) Discernment of the congregational vocation 
 
These congregations employed four terms quite interchangeably during our 
conversations to refer to their collective transformation goal as church: “identity,” 
“purpose,” “mission,” and “vision,” which I have gathered up within the verbiage of 
“vocation.” This articulated purpose served as the rallying ecclesial intention for their 
transformation efforts and as an adaptive, paradigmatic challenge to which they 
committed themselves. The vocation statement is crafted out of a variety of materials and 
may be discerned via differing practices and processes, facilitated by the transforming 
pastor, with or without lay leaders, or by an outside consultant. Kevin at Hilltown 
contributed, “to me, a vision is something that you don’t create today and it goes away 
tomorrow. [It’s] the statement most people will say when you ask about the church. This 
is what it’s about.” In all three, the accepted vocation statement was considered and 
promoted as God’s vision for them, and it was reiterated throughout congregational life. 
Given the ecclesiological interests of this research, it is notable that the 
congregations’ articulations of local congregational vocation carried within themselves 
and were encompassed by a general ecclesial vision, that is, a sense, ever so faint, of 
what the church is for and is supposed to be about. Said another way, and pictured in 
Figure 1, the congregation’s prevailing corporate understanding of the general purpose of 
                                                
 
10The uncovered dimensions associated with this third step are: (1) the pastor doing an extensive 
evaluation and diagnosis of the congregation and its context prior to accepting the call and within the early 
months, and (2) educating and developing congregational leaders. 
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the church, whatever it is, will find its way into its own discerned congregational 
vocation statement, which in turn will orient and influence its entire journey of change. 
 
     Figure 1 The Congregational Vocation Embedded in the Ecclesiological Vocation  
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Just how radical and “out of the box” this congregational vocation statement was 
hinged a great deal upon the nature of the readiness educational work, the awakenings, 
and the encouragement or discouragement of creativity on the part of the leadership 
during these earlier stages. For example, during the readiness phase, did they ask 
questions about ecclesiology? Did they allow themselves to be painfully honest and self-
critical? What freedom was given to imagination? How much did they learn about the 
wider community? What did they do to open the door of their discernment process to the 
movement and stirrings of the Holy Spirit?11 
 
 
 
                                                
11The fourth step of transformation carries dimensions of: (1) spiritual discernment practices, (2) 
strategic choices, such as, whether to close, to relocate, and to keep the building, or not, plus to define their 
targeted mission field, and determining the kind of staffing to engage, and (3) ecclesiological reflection. 
 
 Ecclesiological Vocation Congregational Vocation 
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(5) Living into the congregational vocation 
 
It was not enough to put the local congregational vocations into words; all of 
these communities of faith embarked on multiple transitions of their ecclesial practices 
and embedded beliefs over a long period of time in order to become the new kind of 
church captured by these statements. As a general level denominational executive 
articulated it:  “And so, congregations, boldly – I think there’s a boldness involved here – 
take steps to refine the practices, the prescriptions of the rules and guidelines that they’ve 
inherited from the past.” Step five, then, represents the bulk of a congregation’s journey 
of transformation – the long, intensive process of adopting a new congregational lived 
ecclesial identity.12 
  
(6) On-going transformation 
 The prevailing view in all three venues was that the nature of congregational 
transformation is never-ending, although, with time, some congregations might 
experience their vocational statement becoming soundly rooted if not entirely achieved. 
The intention of the sixth step is that the new ecclesial identity of the congregation not 
become stale or empty of purpose the way the old one had before the transformation 
dance, instead remaining healthy, vital, and ever responsive, one that is constantly 
                                                
12The dimensions associated with step five include: (1) deconstructing and constructing a new 
way of being church, (2) framing rationales for the proposed changes, (3) experimentation with new 
practices, (4) persisting in the vision even when confronted with (4) the unexpected and uncontrollable, (5) 
learning from the obstacles, setbacks, and failures, (6) celebrating the gains, (7) naming and dealing with 
their fears, and (8) guarding against burnout. 
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renewing.13 For example, Pastor Curtis at Cityside leads the organizational meetings in 
evaluation of their progress: “We look around and ask: ‘What are we doing now? How 
far have we come? Did we reach these goals?’ We have to answer the questions like: 
‘How do we fit into the community now?’ But we don’t say, you know: ‘By December 
2010, we’re going to know whether we’ve been transformed or not.’”  
The testimonies of these congregations do not show that these six components 
necessarily proceeded in linear fashion or in like manner at each site. For example, even 
though each of these congregations had by and large become ready enough to assent to 
change in general, supplemental readiness work was needed to prepare the group for each 
forthcoming change of practice, particularly if the old way was deeply rooted and 
popular. Awakenings surfaced unpredictably throughout the journey. The development of 
leadership was never completely over. In Cityside’s eleven years, they discerned more 
than one statement of congregational vocation. New members in all three congregations 
also had to be apprised of the process and sometimes convinced of steps to which others 
had already adjusted. So while these six components did not act exactly like steps on a 
ladder, they did function in enough of a connected way that they maintained forward 
movement and represented overall progress in transformation.  
The salient theme concerning process, then, reveals insights. Congregational 
transformation is a customized and continuing process, not a single, uniform method. It 
will likely unfold in phases, not strictly sequential, and not as autonomous tasks, 
                                                
13The sixth step contains dimensions of: (1) support from the wider church, (2) continual 
examination of the congregation itself, and (3) its discernment of God’s call. 
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unrelated to each other, but requiring both ecclesial vision and corporate energy. The 
process generally becomes plain retrospectively.  
These assertions naturally provoke questions. Since congregational transformation 
is customized, how ought congregations decide what to do when? What kind of work in 
readiness truly readies and what of it especially needs to be done previous to a pastoral 
search? Is it better for the pastor to cast the statement of vocation for the congregation or 
for the congregation to discern it together, and in the case of this last option, before or 
after the settled pastor is secured? How critical is it that certain lay leaders be aware of 
the components of a process of congregational transformation, and which ones? If 
transformation is never over, can such congregational circles ever celebrate success? 
 
An Addendum Concerning Conflict 
 
 All of these transforming congregations wrestled with internal dissension. The 
most bitter strife developed at River Ridge as it let go of its building, at Cityside as the 
laity began to share power with the pastor, and at Hilltown as it accepted pastoral 
leadership from people of color. The case study participants described resistance, 
conflict, and leaving members as siphoning off a great amount of psychic energy.  
At River Ridge, Janet, spoke honestly about the experience: 
And [they] bring up a lot of old stuff. We have to say: "Okay, that happened five 
years ago. We can't talk about that anymore. That's off the table." And it's people 
who just would rather sit and complain but not volunteer to do anything, which 
can get frustrating. You know, we all kind of have a little network of, "Okay, if 
you hear some grumblings, you gotta tell Dave or Joe or somebody and just say, 
"Hey, this is what everybody's kind of talking about, you may want to address it." 
So, to kind of squash it. There's a lot of groundwork you do too, when you do 
bring it to a congregation vote . . . so you don't have this big upheaval in front of 
everybody. It's been okay lately. 
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Pastor Curtis pondered the impact of disgruntled, long-time members who left:   
Even though the people were glad to be relieved of the pressure that was put upon 
them by these people, they grieved over the loss of them as members, even though 
they knew when these people showed up there was going to be a fight, they still 
grieved over the fact that they lost them . . . . They had to struggle with those 
issues, because these were their leaders, these were the people that they saw as the 
heads of the church, and for whatever reason they left, still they were [their] 
friends. So we had to deal with those issues.  
 
Kevin at Hilltown echoed: 
We started talking about the anti-racism work and white privilege, and that really 
sparked some angry conversations. I don't know that I'd say they left because of 
that conversation, but because of enough conversations. “This wasn't my church. 
This is not how I want it to be.” As a result of where this congregation's 
transformation has gone are wounds. Not everybody knows where all those 
wounds are, you know, it's bear them in silence and find ways to continue to pray 
for those folks, even when they have hurt you. But I think that in the middle of 
some of those pains have come some of the greatest journeys forward, too, 
because sometimes when you cast it off, it frees you to walk a little braver. 
 
4. The Relationship Between Theology and Practice 
These three transforming congregations are not easily pigeonholed 
theologically.14 Cityside’s pastor spoke of his congregation as “conservative” and then, 
corrected with “evangelical.” Pastor Hartley sees River Ridge as “right of center.” 
Hilltown is perceived by its context as “liberal,” but this has limits. None of these 
                                                
14A number of sociological studies show that there is a wide practice of people drawing upon both 
evangelical and liberal traditions at once and that many settings do not evidence the proposed theory of a 
“culture war.” See Daniel V. A. Olson and Jackson W. Carroll, “Religiously Based Politics: Religious 
Elites and the Public,” Social Forces 70 (1992): 765-786, Jackson Carroll and Penny Long Marler, 
“Culture Wars? Insights from Ethnographies of Two Protestant Seminaries,” Sociology of Religion 56, no. 
1 (1995):1-20, and Becker, Congregations in Conflict. Ammerman’s study also confirms the difficulty of 
neat identification into ideological camps: “support for an evangelical view of the Christian life is not 
systematically opposed by those who see social activism as more important, or vice versa,” and that such 
designations “are nearly useless in explaining how they responded to change,” though “ideas do matter” 
and “each of these adapting congregations had to do some ideological work . . . . encouraging change.” 
Ammerman, Congregations & Community, 342-343, 358. 
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congregations could be situated at the extreme right or left ends of the Christian 
theological spectrum, and as Disciples, they all purport to be welcoming of everyone, 
extremely unwilling to draw hard lines about who is in and who is out.15 These pastors 
also employ an eclectic range of resources for congregational education, 
conservative/evangelical to moderate/liberal, from Baptist to Roman Catholic, never 
relying exclusively upon denomination-specific materials.  
                                                
15Two of the most used handbooks on Disciples identity and polity, handed out to prospective and 
new members, refer often to freedom of belief and in the interpretation of scripture: D. Duane Cummins, A 
Handbook for Today’s Disciples (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1991) and Howard E. Short, Doctrine and 
Thought of the Disciples of Christ (St. Louis: Christian Board of Publication, 1960). Cummins, in the more 
recent, points out that “Disciples do not have an ‘official’ interpretation of the bible. Individuals are 
encouraged to interpret the scripture in the light of all sciences and in the strength of Christian tradition,” 
14-15. Further, it says that Disciples have “the unique ability to function as a church without theological 
conformity,” 23, and reminds that “resolutions on moral-ethical issues call the church to study and 
engagement, but do not impose universally held positions on its members,” 46-47. Short, in the earlier 
manual, notes that “when a stated doctrine becomes a test of fellowship,” that’s when Disciples “object to it 
as a ‘creed,’” 11. Other Disciples scholars speak to this trait and what follows is a sampling. Lester G. 
McAllister and William E. Tucker, Journey in Faith: A History of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ) (St. Louis: CBP Press, 1975), 21: Disciples “never sensed any compelling need to accept uniformity 
as a cardinal virtue. Disciples, in short, prize freedom and are not of a mind to feel guilty about their 
diversity.” Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 10, 40, 51, 52. One of “the essential aspects of Disciples’ 
memory and therefore of the Disciples identity” is the “interpretation principle – freedom of biblical 
interpretation.” In this movement is “the primacy of the individual conscience.” They are “a tolerant 
people” who “defended this principle of free and rational inquiry.” “It is a tradition among Disciples to 
protect the full and free expression of minority dissent within our gathered church life.” Ronald E. Osborn, 
“One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church: The Continuing Witness of Disciples of Christ,” in Renewal of 
Church: The Panel of Scholars Reports, The Reformation of Tradition, ed. Ronald E. Osborn, (St. Louis: 
The Bethany Press, 1963), 346: “The genius of Disciple anti-creedalism, anti-clericalism, and anti-
ecclesiasticism is not iconoclasm . . . . but concern for Christian freedom.” Peter Goodwin Heltzel, James 
O. Duke, Verity A. Jones, and William J. Nottingham, “Disciples Theology in the Twenty-first Century,” 
in Chalice Introduction to Disciples Theology, ed. Peter Goodwin Heltzel (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2008), 
27. The authors add here that Disciples “commitment to the free inquiry of conscience and intellectual 
integrity [is viewed] as God-given, an inalienable right.” This identity of freedom in and openness to 
diversity was held in tension with the restoration (of New Testament Christianity) principle, and unequally 
and inconsistently in the missional encounter with native and immigrant people of color in the United 
States, and tended to avoid actual differences. Among others on this point, see: Daisy L. Machado, Of 
Borders and Margins: Hispanic Disciples in Texas, 1885-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003) 
and Sandhya Jha, Room at the Table. This identity trait also “discourages serious and sustained discussion 
of theological issues,” according to Williams, “Introduction,” in A Case Study of Mainstream 
Protestantism, 14. 
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Personal soul salvation versus social action also looks to be an artificial divide as 
these three live out mission. River Ridge leans heavily on the side of mission as 
evangelism for personal salvation, but also works at social betterment, usually one 
individual at a time, and it conducts humanitarian service mission projects; it would 
probably not, however, lobby government or protest social ills. Of a piece with its 
African American identity,16 Cityside attends to multiple arenas at once: personal 
salvation, humanitarian aid, local community improvement, awareness of societal justice 
issues, and it undertakes some direct global mission projects, understanding mission to be 
all of this. Given a relevant and right cause, it might march. Hilltown is deeply invested 
in its community’s well-being. Possibly acting out of its mainline Protestant heritage, it 
works with agencies and with government, advocates for the needs of the least, and 
nurtures denominational global connections. While it puts its weight this way, it also sees 
part of its mission as inviting people into a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and it 
has been known to walk the streets in prayer.   
 The theological positions of the three congregations was also evident in the 
manner that they practiced spirituality – the nurture of a relationship with the Divine. 
Across the study, the interviewees spoke of the presence and movement of the Divine by 
                                                
16In her interview with me, an African American middle-judicatory staff member postulated from 
her experience, that in general, African American congregations tend to be very actively engaged in the 
uplift of their local communities while also being evangelistic. As far as the general involvement of the 
Black Church in its communities is concerned, see C. Eric Lincoln and Lawrence H. Mamiya, The Black 
Church in the African American Experience (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1990) and Sandra L. 
Barnes, “Black Church Culture and Community Action,” Social Forces 84:2 (December 2005). For a 
dissenting perspective, see Omar M. McRoberts, Streets of Glory: Church and Community in a Black 
Urban Neighborhood (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003). His findings suggest that just 
being in the neighborhood doesn’t necessarily translate into community involvement; indeed that some 
black congregations in African American areas develop practices that often undermine local engagement. 
This would appear to have been the case for Cityside Christian in its “before transformation” identity. 
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the terms “God,” “Jesus Christ,” “Holy Spirit,” and “Word,” the latter employed dually to 
also signify the scriptures. The stories do not show them exerting a great effort to trace 
the subtle points concerning who was doing what, or which they were invoking in prayer, 
but before transformation efforts, the congregations exhibited marks of a secularized 
church, one in which God/the Divine was not much mentioned and in which the spiritual 
disciplines were not particularly encouraged. By contrast, as parishioners became 
engaged in congregational transformation, they began to talk about the presence and 
movement of God within their personal and congregational lives and in their 
congregational relationship with the world.17 One way that this shows up is that all three 
wove theological, Christological, and ecclesiological rationales into their congregational 
vocation statements. Another tangible trace of this new-found interest is in their 
enlistment of spiritual gift inventories of various kinds during their strides in leader 
development. Congregational theopraxis began to be saturated by a wide variety of 
prayer practices, too, most pronounced in the stories of Cityside and Hilltown, yet 
growing from their status before transformation at River Ridge. Still another cluster of 
evidence is that study-wide the coded transcripts refer in significant number to “the 
leading of the Holy Spirit,” and claim that “God is actively working out God’s purpose 
and plan for the congregation,” pointing to the times that “God spoke to, nudged, or 
                                                
17 The coded interview data on the two questions: “How was the congregation before 
transformation?” and “How is it now?” showed that the number of responses that had to do with God and 
spirituality were greatly increased in the present compared to the past in all three case study congregations. 
At River Ridge, this number registered four times in the past to twenty-three in the present, almost six 
times more often after they were in the midst of transformation. For Cityside the number was even more: 
twice to twenty-six, more than twelve times the references in the before portrait. In Hilltown’s case, the 
fourteen mentions about God/spirituality before was increased about three times, fourteen to forty. Thus, 
participants in this project registered a shift from the past to the present in the congregation’s theopraxis of 
the relationship to God. 
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called them,” either as individuals or corporately, into one direction or another and to 
take some particular action step, especially helpful during the surprises and unexpected 
events that inserted themselves into the sequence of all three narratives.  
Carl, from Hilltown, shared his regular prayer: “Let me flow like water whichever 
direction you want me in.” Margaret, a member of the Executive Committee at River 
Ridge, expressed it this way: “Because of our transformation, because of our changes, 
we’ve become more of what we’re meant to be, what God wants us to be. We have to 
keep falling back on that, that he is the ultimate teacher. He is the one who’s showing us 
the way, we just have to rely on him, listen to him, and let him guide us.”  
The mixed portrait of practiced congregational theology among these three faith 
communities, reinforces the insight that a congregation need not be of a particular 
theological position to either require or do transformation. Neither are transforming 
congregations simply “missional” in one direction or the other; indeed it may be the case 
that transforming congregations cross and blend this boundary between “right” and “left.” 
Plus, while it is not possible to draw a direct, causal connection between a vibrant 
relationship with the Divine and a vibrant dance of transformation, many of the 
congregants testified to the theopraxis of spirituality as essential to their current 
faithfulness and well-being. 
The salient theme of the relationship between theology and praxis posits questions 
too, such as whether a congregation needs to be eclectic and flexible theologically in 
order to do transformation. How do they achieve a unity in their diversity, one which will 
allow them to agree enough to change and then, into what? If mission orientation in 
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transforming congregations defies conservative/liberal dichotomies, what determines the 
mission priorities of a place? What impact does the practice of spirituality have upon the 
congregation’s ability to make decisions, weather conflict, and avoid burnout? 
 
5. Leadership 
 
Leadership for congregational transformation, as revealed by these three accounts, 
was exercised by both clergy and laity, a point of fact that lends credence to Jackson 
Carroll’s characterization of leadership as an “activity” of congregants together,18 
diverging from an idea of leadership as the exclusive domain of the congregation’s 
ordained minister. The called pastoral leader in these places worked very closely with a 
core group of lay leaders, gave special attention to the development of their spiritual gifts, 
gathered and nurtured a ministry team of the staff, and also recruited and mentored 
apprentice or associate ministers. Each of the pastors in his or her way exercised a 
directive, yet collaborative pastoral leadership style.19    
                                                
18 Jackson W. Carroll, in Studying Congregations, 170. 
 
19This finding bears comparison to those of the Pulpit & Pew study of pastoral leadership in the 
United States and that of Nancy Ammerman on congregations in their changing communities. In the Pulpit 
& Pew study, Jackson Carroll identifies four basic leadership styles: no. 1 – the pastor making most of the 
decisions and the laity generally following, no. 2 – the pastor encouraging and inspiring members to make 
decisions, though the pastor will act alone if necessary, no. 3 – lay leaders making most of the decisions 
and the pastor trying to exert a strong influence, and no. 4 – lay leaders making most decisions with the 
pastor’s role being to empower. Clergy survey respondents described themselves by far in the no. 2 
category, 72 percent of them. This is true across denominational traditions; “however, style no.1 is more 
favored by pastors in conservative Protestant and historic black churches than by Catholic or mainline 
Protestant pastors.” Note that three of the four could be categorized as some degree of shared leadership, 
clergy/lay. Carroll comments, “shared leadership reflects American society’s generally egalitarian ethos.” 
Jackson Carroll, God’s Potters: Pastoral Leadership and the Shaping of Congregations (Grand Rapids: 
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2006), 131. Ammerman determines that human resources, both 
clergy and laity, are “far more important” than material resources for the survival of congregations in 
transitioning communities because “someone has to see the connections between the congregation as it now 
exists and the congregation as it might someday exist.” “While lay leadership is important, pastors emerged 
here as critical players in the process of change.” Ammerman, Congregation & Community, 326. 
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Notwithstanding this shared approach to leadership, lay leaders in all three sites 
pointed to the absolutely critical role of the called pastor in the positive progress they had 
made in new life. Comparing them to each other, two of the pastors are male; one is 
female. The two men have come to the Disciples out of more conservative Christian 
backgrounds; Pastor Smith-Dugan has been in the Disciples her entire life and ministry. 
These decidedly unique persons were also surprisingly alike. All three are in their fifties, 
bringing previous pastoral experience to bear upon this transformation journey, yet freely 
confessing how much they have learned and grown in the process. All three love learning 
and have taken advantage of continuing education opportunities; Pastor Curtis and Pastor 
Hartley have completed doctor of ministry degrees.  
Every one of them also entered this particular ministry site as a long-term 
proposition and with a fervent desire to do “real ministry.” It is remarkable that all three 
transformation pastors employed this exact phrase to describe their vocational aim (a 
connection to salient theme number one), albeit with a few nuances of difference. The 
pastors of River Ridge and Cityside conceived of this as mid-wifing “changed lives” by 
the power of the gospel, while Hilltown’s pastor expressed it as “meeting real and deep 
needs in the community,” an addendum that Pastor Curtis at Cityside would also have 
accepted. The concept of real ministry captured what it meant to them to be Christian 
ministers and flowed into what it meant to them to be church.  
This thematic overview, then, reveals insights about optimal leadership for would-
be transforming congregations: such leadership can be carried out by both genders and 
from different theological backgrounds and positions; directive, yet collaborative pastoral 
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leadership is important to progress; pastors need and value education for this kind of 
ministry; it probably calls for many years of service, personal transformation, a strong 
motivation to do “real ministry;” and pastoral experience in other settings before leading 
a transformation journey is advisable. These sites also point to the significance of forging 
a good match between the pastor and the congregation, one compatible enough to agree 
to start transformation, but stimulating enough for both parties to grow. 
This overview also spurs questions. Could there be exceptions to the claims 
above? For example, does congregational transformation always require a long-time 
pastoral commitment and an older minister? Are there nuances between Caucasian and 
African American pastors when it comes to the directive, yet collaborative ideal? What 
are the shades of distinction between female and male leadership? How do lay and clergy 
leaders interact and what roles do they optimally play? What education and training do 
transformational pastors need in contrast to or beyond what they already receive? 
 
6. The Nature of the Church 
 
The composite narratives of each transformation journey disclose that 
ecclesiology was at issue. Before transformation, the congregations did not explicitly 
discuss or study the topic of “church;” their consciousness about the nature and purpose 
of the church and how this impacted their own congregational identity was dim, if not 
obliterated. A few voices at River Ridge and Hilltown mentioned having composed 
mission paragraphs at points in the past, but they were not able to recall their main 
attributes, and while Cityside referred often to its constitution in the minutia of daily 
adherence to its regulations, this document did not include anything like an 
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ecclesiological preamble. It may have been that during this time period all three were 
assuming they were being church, taking this for granted, but in the vacuum of 
ecclesiological reflection, were prone to equate church with lesser things, such as their 
buildings, locations, the glory days of the past, ancestors and family, and friendships with 
people “like us.” It was also common that without clarity on ecclesiology, church became 
about maintaining what already was, simply continuing to pay the bills and exist. Then, 
by the time that church had devolved into an end in itself, to change, move, or close 
seemed to these congregations an unimaginable failure. Moreover, as already pointed out, 
the relationship these congregations had with the local community and the greater context 
was also not clearly integrated ecclesiologically. In summary, before transformation, the 
congregations had ceased to tease out what it means to be church in today’s world. 
In contrast to this portrait, and as a result of their transformation efforts, the three 
faith communities agreed on several marks of ecclesiological faithfulness. First, all three 
pastors thought the church should be hospitable, a place of welcome, which would lead to 
more diversity rather than less, though they were imprecise as to whether church should 
be multi-cultural in all contexts. Secondly, these congregations came to understand and 
behave as if their congregation’s relationship to the neighborhood and surrounding 
environment was an integral feature of what it meant to be church. Thirdly, they all 
hoped that as church they would grow numerically and they worked diligently at this, but 
ranked it as subordinate to the goal of being church. River Ridge appeared to have 
aspirations of growth into a large church and Hilltown seemed more content than the 
others to be small. Fourthly, there is evidence that the three conceived of the church as a 
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place of harmony and healing, exhibiting the qualities of being “in accord” and aligned. 
When conflict inevitably came, they all attempted to bring everyone on board and to keep 
the door open for dialogue, but none of them caved into the pressure from resistors nor 
compromised the vision of the future. The three held in common still other identity points 
about church: (a) it ought to be about the formation of Christians; (b) it is more important 
to be church than to be of a particular denomination; (c) it is part of the church’s nature to 
change; and (d) it ought to be in communion with God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit. 
Each of the pastoral leaders came to their ministerial roles with rather coherent 
visions of church, constructed of multiple, varied materials, and linked to engagement 
with the context, by which and into which they would venture to lead the congregation. 
The negotiations that took place between these pastors and the congregations during the 
search processes included some discussion about these ecclesial visions, at least in the 
broadest terms, for example, whether they should stay or leave their current location 
(RR), how to find healing (CS), and the injunction that they should reach out to others 
outside the congregation (HT). The votes to call these pastors entailed accepting the 
pastor’s general ecclesial direction. Subsequently, the clergy’s ecclesial visions 
influenced the discernment and use of their respective ecclesial vocation statements.  
 Summary insights emerging from this salient theme include that each of these 
circles of faith are making a shift from one ecclesial way of being and doing to another, 
and in the absence of an ecclesiological vision, other goals or distractions will fill the 
void. Similarly, if awareness about and education upon the surrounding community and 
cultural context is not intentionally cultivated and integrated with ecclesiology, it appears 
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that the congregation will be more likely to turn inward and/or regard the outside world 
with disdain. If, indeed, the pastor’s concept of church is as critical as has been found in 
these case studies, it follows too that the formation of ministerial leaders ought to 
prioritize uncovering and developing their ecclesiologies and their particular vocational 
calls, just as they will need training in how to persuasively teach and patiently implant 
this concept of church in the congregational bodies they serve. 
These reflections stir up questions, too. How does a congregation determine that 
their ecclesial vision is faithful? Would having a single, uniform metaphor for church be 
better for a congregation in achieving their transformation goals than a diverse, 
composite ecclesial vision? If growth is secondary to faithfulness, and small is okay, will 
a congregation that believes this ever grow large? What is the place of denominational 
heritage in the changing corporate self-understandings of church? Which ecclesial beliefs 
and practices need to change in order to live into this new ecclesial identity? 
 
These Salient Themes in Relationship to the  
Dissertation’s Research Questions  
  As it turns out, these six prominent themes fit under the umbrella of my project’s 
research question and its subsidiaries without undue force. The themes of aim, church, 
context, leadership, and the relationship of theology and practice correspond to the work 
being done in its descriptive phase: uncovering the ways that these congregations are 
changing and becoming church differently, that is, shifting their ecclesial practices, 
implicit beliefs, and relationships to context in order to experience revitalization. These 
same five themes also dovetail with the tasks of this study’s theological phase, that is, to 
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define congregational transformation, its inherent rationale, and its goal. The three 
themes of steps of the congregational transformation process, leadership, and the 
relationship of theology and practice most suit the call of its strategic phase: What are the 
implications of these findings for the practice of congregational transformation? Plus, the 
four themes of church, context, leadership, and the relationship of theology and practice 
particularly connect to its overall research question: Since the implicit goal of the 
Disciples’ 2020 effort is to become “faithful church,” what can be learned about the 
intentional ministry of congregational transformation by foregrounding ecclesiology, 
both theoretical and as it is practiced in congregations?  
While the first part of the study’s congregational and denominational interviews 
was devoted to participant accounts of the experience of transformation, the subsequent 
interview step posed specific questions related to my research categories for “lived 
ecclesiology.” Once the entire interviews were coded and analyzed, the resulting data 
shed even more light on the six salient themes and garnered concrete information on what 
had actually changed ecclesiologically from before to the present in each place. Chapter 
six, then, presents the deeper findings from this second order analysis. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
DIGGING INTO THE INTERVIEWS: FURTHER 
DESCRIPTIVE FINDINGS 
 
Introduction 
 
 Chapter five’s first order comparison of the congregational narratives of 
transformation uncovered a great deal of information under its six salient themes that 
pertain to Phase One’s research goals. It initiated a thick description of the changes these 
sites navigated from before transformation to the present, and surfaced a number of the 
ways in which they have become church differently. This comparison also pushed ahead 
into Phase Two’s research interest, broaching the aim and rationale for congregational 
transformation, and then into Phase Three’s strategic implications for this ministry by 
revealing six process steps.  
In keeping with the dissertation’s overall research question, the stories also 
foregrounded ecclesiology as a compelling theme. To recap, they showed that the 
pastors’ ecclesial visions were influential, and that the congregation’s guiding vocational 
vision statement reflected a complementary and embracing telos of what the church is 
supposed to be and do. To become church faithfully was also one of the five motivating 
aims they expressed for transformation efforts, and the stories pointed to the ecclesial 
shift inward to outward in missional relationship to the surrounding context. Thus, the 
theme of aim and that of the relationship to context have shown themselves to be integral 
to the theme of the nature of the church. This chapter’s second order analysis at the level 
of textual coding will fill out the above conclusions by examining the areas of 
congregational life that the interviewees identified as having changed from past to 
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present, and by the end will attach a label to the transformation of lived ecclesial identity 
that has transpired in all three locations. 
 From chapter five’s labor we learned too that the relationship between theology 
and practice undergirds the major shift of lived congregational ecclesiology. In contrast 
to their former way of being church, these congregations now understand and practice 
their theology of mission and spirituality, as just two examples, much differently. The 
review of the transformation narratives, however, did not systematically uncover which 
communal beliefs and practices changed from the past to the present, and more could be 
learned about how theology and practice interrelate across the process. This chapter’s 
analysis of the interviews will intentionally look at these questions.  
 Under the salient theme of leadership, the congregational accounts also revealed 
that both clergy and lay leadership are crucial for a passage of transformation. The 
pastor’s leadership, exercised in an optimal melange of a directive and collaborative 
style, is vital; his or her influence, particularly in ecclesial vision, saturated the 
congregational system as it navigated all its changes. At the same time, success at 
transformation included and depended upon the laity exerting its leadership. The case 
study narratives additionally showed that these congregations grew to rely significantly 
on their relationship with God and upon God’s leadership. So this chapter’s analysis of 
the interview codes will seek further information on the collective activity of leadership 
for transformation. 
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Method 
 
The practical theological method for this dissertation project employed qualitative 
research methods in the three case study congregations and with a select group of 
denominational leaders.1 In the second part of my interviews with them, I asked specific 
questions geared to congregational studies frames and to my own research categories of 
ecclesiological ethnography, that is, the construct of congregational “lived ecclesiology,” 
“ecclesial identity,” and “theopraxis.” For example, I queried the participants as to what 
had changed about the congregation from before to now, what was particularly different 
about their understanding about and way of being “church,” what practices and dominant 
beliefs had shifted during this period of time, and how the faith communities had related 
to their neighborhoods and the wider communities before and since transformation work.  
                                                
1Of the eighty-one parishioners and thirteen denominational representatives, twenty-four were 
from Cityside Christian Church, seven men and seventeen women, all African Americans. Hilltown 
Christian numbered twenty-six, nine men and seventeen women; the ethnic composition of these was nine 
African Americans, sixteen Caucasians, and one Latino. At River Ridge Christian Church, thirty-one were 
involved, fourteen men and seventeen women, all Caucasians; three of these recorded conversations were 
brief check-ins with staff and two other recordings were unfortunately lost due to recorder malfunction, 
thereby leaving River Ridge’s total (twenty-six) more like the other two. Though no quotas were set, I 
sought and achieved a representative range of age, ethnicity, and educational levels overall, procuring a 
wide swath of congregational makeup and perspectives. I aimed for gender equity too, but mirroring other 
studies (see examples at the end of this footnote) male participants were not as numerous. At each location, 
I chose, as well, three or four key informants with whom I conducted more than one session: the pastor, the 
board chair, and at least one other prominent congregational leader.  
Per Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce, A Field Guide to U. S. Congregations: Who’s Going 
Where and Why, 2d ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 12-13, the statistics from the 
U.S. Congregational Life Survey show that of those in worship, 61percent are women and 39 percent men, 
and among those age sixty-five and older, 63 percent are female. For various perspectives on the relative 
absence of men in Christian circles, see: Ann Taves, “Feminization Revisited: Protestantism and Gender at 
the Turn-of-the-Century,” Women and Twentieth-Century Protestantism, ed. Margaret Lamberts Bendroth 
and Virginia Lieson Brereton, (University of Illinois Press, 2002); Adair T. Lummis, “A Research Note: 
Real Men and Church Participation,” Review of Religious Research 45, no. 4 (2004): 404-414; Leon J. 
Podles, The Church Impotent: The Feminization of Christianity, Dallas: Spence Publishing Co., 1999). The 
three case study congregations of this project recognized this statistical reality and tried to address it with 
male-friendly strategies in their own unique ways, data that I coded under “male affirmative action” and 
“men’s ministry.” References that merited these two codes at each site had the following frequency: River 
Ridge – 6, Hilltown – 6, Cityside – 12, and Denominational – 0.   
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I transcribed, coded, thematized, and analyzed the raw data from the transcripts of 
the interviews and from field observation notes, which produced a master code list of 
2266 distinct codes. The vast majority of these were free-rising codes, and the others 
were pre-codes attached to the congregational studies frames and the categories of lived 
ecclesiology. While each code pointed to a particular reality, many of them naturally 
clustered, which turned into sixty-two codal groups or “header codes.” Each 
congregational individual interview, each congregational or denominational focus group, 
and each denominational individual interview became a “case,” totaling seventy-three. 
The 2266 codes and 62 header codes could then be compared as necessary across all 
these cases, either singly, or as congregational or denominational cohort groups.  
The subsequent analysis will be presented under the three salient themes: (1) the 
nature of the church (incorporating the salient themes of the aim of congregational 
transformation and relationship to the surrounding context), (2) the relationship between 
theology and practice, and (3) leadership. The residual salient theme from chapter five of 
steps within the process of congregational transformation will be tabled until Phase Three 
of the dissertation’s practical theological method concerning the practice of 
congregational transformation. Under each of these sections of thematic analysis, I will 
present the relevant descriptive findings, summarizing them at the end of the chapter. 
Three arguments will then be articulated, including pertinent questions to be posed to 
theological sources in chapter seven.  
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1. The Nature of the Church 
 
General Findings on the Church-Related Codes 
 
 The participants of the three congregations and the group of denominational 
officials brought up the general topic of church 242 times during the interviews. Of the 
total mentions on this subject in the transcripts, River Ridge offered eighty-five 
comments, Hilltown spoke up seventy-four times, and Cityside, fifty-two. Pastor Smith-
Dugan of Hilltown Christian was the leader of the pastors in this regard; she referred to 
church twenty times to Pastor Hartley’s fifteen, and Pastor Curtis’ nine. The 
denominational leaders articulated ideas about church in about the same proportion as the 
transforming congregations. 
The general church code was augmented by 262 church-related codes, a list that 
includes ecclesial metaphors. The outstanding finding from this wave of investigation 
was the sheer volume of descriptors. The interviewees employed a rich vocabulary, 
speaking of church in ninety-one different terms, ranging from the traditional “church as 
Body of Christ” to the one-of-a-kind “church as God’s playground.” The congregants 
referred to their congregations with geographical modifiers a handful of times, as 
example: “We’re a Circle Five church,” “a Hilltown church,” or “the heart of Cityside,” 
but they much more frequently used broader-than-mission field verbiage. Among the 
most distinctive word pictures were “church as a mustard seed of hope,” “church as 
amoeba,” and “church as emergency room or hospital,” none of which were mentioned 
frequently enough by multiple voices in any of the sites to merit tagging one or two as 
that congregation’s self-image, either before or after transformation.  
 
 
 
192 
 In order to ascertain how the congregations viewed the nature and purpose of the 
church before and since their transformation efforts, and any significant contrast between 
these time periods, I retrieved data on their responses to the questions about the “purpose 
of the church” (not that of their particular congregation, but the church in general), “what 
the church is supposed to be and do,” and whether the idea of church had changed from 
the former time period to the present. The data from these three lines of inquiry produced 
the following lists. Before transformation, the three congregations held seven ideas about 
church in common: (1) The church is ours; (2) the church needs to be protected from the 
neighborhood and preserved for the future – the things in it represent history and 
faithfulness; (3) the church is inwardly focused and energy should go to meeting the 
needs of its members; (4) church is Sunday morning worship; (5) the church needs to 
sustain itself and is therefore concerned about numbers and finances; (6) the church need 
not articulate its purpose, because this is already clear; (7) “church” means being part of 
the Disciples denomination. Since transformation, the ideas about church have changed in 
this fashion: (1) The church belongs to God/Christ; (2) the church should be welcoming 
of all; (3) the church should aim to be diverse; (4) the church is to be missional, out-
reaching witnesses with the message, love, and action of Jesus Christ in the current 
context; (6) the church worships; (7) the church cares about growing numerically and 
continuing; (8) the church should be a loving united body, dealing constructively with 
differences and conflicts; (9) the church should be able to articulate its purpose and 
direction; (10) the church is larger than one congregation and should relate to and support 
the wider fellowships; (11) the church does change.  
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The findings above show that before their transformation efforts, church was 
about the current members and their needs, and even gaining new members was for that 
end. Church was to be preserved and protected, along with its material possessions, as 
something precious that belonged to them, and as an end in itself. These congregations 
had trouble articulating their purpose beyond this. Being part of the Disciples 
denomination and the activity of Sunday morning worship are the only themes in the list 
that might be construed as having an outward thrust or a greater-than-themselves telos, 
but even these were truncated and oriented to the current members.  
In the case of River Ridge Christian, “church before” was turned inward, 
preoccupied with maintaining the building and the trappings of church, and preserving its 
past way of life. The congregation was driven into transformation because its older 
members were dying and it was dying institutionally. Cityside Christian, in its before 
state, was a church turned inward, protecting itself from outsiders and feuding among 
themselves. It was driven into transformation by the agony of division. Hilltown 
Christian, too, was turned inward upon itself in confusion and indecision about its 
location, leading them into a corporate depression. While one might argue that in their 
depression they no longer had energy to mobilize for something different, with the 
assistance of regional staff, they found their impetus for transformation. 
In stark contrast, the list about church since the efforts at transformation is 
distinguished by its outward thrust and greater-than-itself telos. Being church now means 
welcoming diverse others and engaging externally in witness, mission, outreach, and 
service. The act of worship and the formation of disciples are also pointed to this end. To 
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be church is to be messengers of a good news and new life that is larger than church; it is 
no longer their own possession but serves the purposes of God and Jesus Christ, which 
then naturally results in the congregation changing. There are also two items of the 
eleven on this list of ecclesial themes that concern the internal, corporate life of the 
church: (1) they are now healed, loving, and united, dealing constructively with conflict, 
and, (2) these congregations now give appropriate, but not inordinate attention to 
institutional maintenance, in order to carry out their vocation of witness. In their present 
profiles, then, church is weighted exceedingly to its outward call and transcendent telos. 
What has changed, therefore, is their congregational ecclesial identities and orientation. 
As the interviews neared their close, I posed a pointed question about the 
motivational aim for transformation: “Why should congregations do congregational 
transformation?” Given their diverse responses, it is clear that members of the same 
congregation do not all have to agree on why they are transforming in order to do so. 
Even so, the answers they gave clustered into the five reasons that were briefly touched 
upon in chapter five. Table 1 depicts these five rationales and the frequency with which 
they were expressed in each venue. The interviewees were not asked to make a case for 
their response, only to share their first thought, and the distinctions between these five 
rationales are arguably very fine. Had the participants been presented with all five, they 
probably would have been reluctant to select just one, more inclined to combine all the 
reasons as complementary. Nevertheless, these first responses do belie contrasting foci 
for the labor of transformation, such as whether it should first and foremost be about 
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becoming “faithful church,” or primarily about attracting other people so that the 
congregation can grow numerically and continue to survive institutionally. 
When I asked the respondents earlier in the interview what symptoms had 
impressed upon them the need for transformation work, they did not mention very often 
(just ten citations) not being able to articulate their ecclesial purpose or congregational 
vocation, but when I asked them why congregations ought to do transformation, to be 
faithful church took the top spot across the totals. This first data point will be revisited 
from other angles here subsequently, but it may signify and confirm the dissertation’s 
building argument that a key feature of what changes during intentional transformation is 
a congregation’s corporate self-understanding as church, that is, its ecclesial identity.  
 
 
     Table 1. Why Should Congregations Do Congregational Transformation? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
                                                                                                      Frequency 
                 Reasons                                                    RR       CS      HT      Denom      All 
________________________________________________________________________ 
1. To be what God wants us to be as church, 
  serving others in the current context     .     .     .     10        13       15           10           48 
2. To grow numerically as a congregation, 
  especially among the young, to survive      .     .     18          8         3             0           29 
3. To serve God and participate in God’s mission      1          5         9             7           22 
4. To change lives, bring more people to Jesus,  
  make disciples    .    .     .     .     .     .     .     .     .     12          5          0            1           18 
5. To change with the changing context  .     .     .       3          0          6            1           10  
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Granted, this high number of forty-eight does not turn out to be the highest 
rationale for each and all three of the congregations. The most pressing motive for River 
Ridge was number two – to survive; to be church was in third place for them, after 
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number four – changing lives. Yet, Cityside and Hilltown’s highest named motives were 
indeed ecclesial faithfulness, at thirteen and fifteen respectively. When the three statistics 
on the ecclesial motive are comparatively tracked between the three congregations and 
according to the number of years they have each been conducting intentional 
transformation efforts, that is, from five (RR) to eleven (CS) to twenty years (HT), the 
numbers for the ecclesial motive incline slightly from ten (RR) to thirteen (CS) to fifteen 
(HT). This second data point, therefore, suggests that the longer congregations are 
actively engaged in transformation efforts, the more likely their members are to identify 
their motive and goal for this labor ecclesially, as changing in order to be faithful church.  
If we follow the figures associated with the survival motive, we see that its 
numbers decline the longer the congregation is moving along a trajectory of 
transformation: River Ridge – 18, Cityside – 8, and Hilltown – 3. The three data points 
concerning motivational aim, upon which I have just elaborated, suggest that members of 
transforming congregations become more ecclesially self-conscious and motivated the 
longer they are in the process of congregational transformation, and that their 
understanding of what church is supposed to be becomes less preoccupied with “us” and 
more about serving God’s intention for it. Additionally, all of the general church code 
findings support the nascent argument of chapter five that congregational transformation 
needs a telos and that this needs to be ecclesiological. 
 
Church and Leadership 
 
 The salient theme of church and its related codes are connected to those of 
leadership, particularly pastoral leadership. As noted in chapter five, whatever 
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ecclesiology the pastor brought to the table was a major influence upon the 
congregation’s guiding vocational statement and progress in transformation. At Hilltown 
Christian, an ordained clergywoman and member of the congregation, now living out her 
ministry in social work, captured the connection of pastor, vision, and church:  
A thing that has helped is that we, as a church, have become very, very clear 
about our mission, starting back in the seventies, maybe even the sixties when I 
was a kid, when those decisions were progressively made that “we’re going to 
stay. We’re going to minister in this community to whatever capacity we can.” 
And then as Sheila has been working with us over the last twenty years, and it’s 
taken the full twenty years, and we’re not done yet, she’s really helping it sharpen 
            the sense that we are the funky, little church in Hilltown, and we’re here to 
minister in, as, of, by, with, and through others. It’s like if – she’s – we’ve got 
something to keep our eyes on besides each other, which – which really helps.  
 
To develop this new culture of church, each pastoral leader had to articulate and 
project her or his ecclesial vision, define against others, lead the construction of a new 
ecclesial identity through strategic action, and educate continuously through every 
available medium. One example of pastoral teaching points was distinguishing between 
“church” and “building” when, in the prior way of being church, this had become fused. 
River Ridge put the two in direct opposition, as they simultaneously redefined the 
parameters of their mission field. Cityside and Hilltown untangled “church” and 
“building” by intentionally opening up the building to the wider community and 
deliberately putting it to use as a tool of witness, service, and mission.  
 I delved into each of the pastors’ ecclesial visions via the church codes in order to 
gain a more complete picture. Pastor Smith-Dugan assembled her ecclesial vision out of 
multiple concepts and experiences, and over the course of the transformation journey. 
Beyond her native Disciples ethos, she favors the models of the Church of the Savior and 
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of the Quakers, plus appreciates many aspects of the African American church/identity as 
she has grown in understanding of it. She believes church ought to be engaged in real 
ministry where the congregation is planted, which in Hilltown’s case, means doing urban 
ministry, particularly oriented to racial reconciliation and the well-being of children and 
youth. Hence, she projects and has shaped Hilltown Christian according to guiding 
ecclesial images of “the welcoming people of God,” Dr. Martin Luther King’s “Beloved 
Community,” along with the statement of vocation’s elements of “interracial,” 
“intergenerational,” and “into Jesus.”  
Other church code touch points for her are: “diversity,” being a “mission 
church/outpost,” “responding in love,” “being family to others,” the conviction that 
absolutely “everyone has a ministry,” being “a teaching church,” the standard that “the 
church should be different from the world,” “giving and generous,” and “equipping 
disciples to make disciples” through spiritual direction. Pastor Smith-Dugan’s ecclesial 
vision defines itself in contrast to a “surface church” and to a narrowly conceived and 
exclusive style of “family church,” as well as against prevailing cultural influences such 
as impatience, leaving conflicts unresolved, trying to know and control the future, and the 
lack of safety, staying power, and celebration. 
Pastor Dave Hartley wove his ecclesial vision out of many strands too. He builds 
upon his experiences from other polities within the Stone-Campbell movement, favoring 
the Disciples, particularly at its more evangelical. According to him, the church should be 
on a mission to reach others and change lives in the Circle Five area. Pressing ecclesial 
goals for him include being a “Great Commission Church,” a “Church that effectively 
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communicates the gospel for the twenty-first-century audience,” and the “Body of 
Christ,” helping people along their spiritual journeys. These images and ideals focus him 
upon the radical – at the root – innovative nature of the church, including the marks of 
praise, service, and growth.  
Other code touch points for him are that “the church is not an end in itself;” it 
should offer “worship practices with meaning for visitors,” be about bringing people 
“outside-in,” “showing God’s love and bringing them to Christ,” and “equipping 
disciples and making disciple makers” or “fully devoted followers of Jesus.” As he 
waved the congregation forward, Pastor Hartley defined against the church being “stuck,” 
antagonistic, dark, dull, and dreary, “a social club” preoccupied with maintenance, 
equated with its history or programs or building, a nineteenth-century memorial, and a 
property footprint in River Ridge. 
Pastor Curtis followed suit in his own style, constructing an ecclesial vision from 
unique building blocks. He, too, chose the Disciples model, emphasizing its 
congregational system of shared leadership and authority, at the same time affirming the 
heritage and particular mission of the African American church. In his view, the church 
should meet the physical and spiritual needs of people in its particular location with the 
gospel. He judges that before he came, Cityside Christian had lost its Christianity and no 
longer comprehended what it truly meant to be church, that is, to worship God, to be a 
loving community, not an end in itself, but equipping disciples who serve God/Christ in 
serving others (themes picked up by their two subsequent congregational vocational 
statements). So his first step was to teach them from scripture what the church was 
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supposed to be and do. Among the goals he hoped Cityside would appropriate was to live 
up to its founding purpose and truly be “a church for all people,” which would also mean 
embracing their vocation as the “heart” of Cityside, welcoming its diverse citizens, and 
claiming them as part of the faith family.  
Other church code touch points for him are that “small is okay,” “giving and 
generosity,” being “anchored in the bible and fed by the Word,” “fully devoted followers 
of Jesus,” who are together becoming “a change agent” in the surrounding context. Pastor 
Curtis is also concerned about messages emitting from the culture that the word “church” 
and a number of the symbols of Christianity should be stripped away in the interest of 
attracting crowds, and he defines against church as “a social club.”  
Of course, these paragraph descriptions of church are far too long to remember or 
to fit on a letterhead. Arguably the most adept at memorable, educational, ecclesial sound 
bites was Pastor Hartley, but in all three places, the congregations’ vocational statements 
served to crystallize and condense these pastoral composites of ecclesial vision in such a 
way that they could be adopted and incarnated by the congregational bodies. 
 
The Changes Within Congregational Lived Ecclesiology 
 
 The major question at the heart of the descriptive phase of this project is what 
actually changed from before transformation to the present in the way these 
congregations were living out their respective ideas of church. In order to create an 
accurate portrait of lived ecclesiology common to all three sites both before and since 
their transformation experiences, I approached and traced the interview transcript codes 
from three angles: (1) the descriptions of change per the master code list overall, (2) the 
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particular responses to the questions “How was the congregation before, and how is the 
congregation now?” and (3) the specific answers to the question “What changed?” I also 
noted the frequency with which each congregation spoke of these changes and areas of 
transformation. The three complementary methods produced amazingly consistent 
results. The method of gathering like with like within the lists, over several iterations, 
consolidated the substantive changes under twelve areas of congregational life, here 
presented in alphabetical order and succinctly described. 
 (1) The first area of changed lived ecclesiology is the congregation’s Attitude 
toward Change. This area concerns how the congregation viewed change in general, 
before transformation and since. It incorporates codes such as “change friendly” or 
“change happening too fast.” (2) The area of Identity, Purpose, Mission, and Vision - 
Vocation reflects codes around these five words, and deals with both the discerned 
vocational statements in each locale as well as elements of Christology and ecclesiology 
embedded therein. (3) The third area of Institutional Viability and Numerical Growth 
covers sub-topics of building, finances, and membership numbers, and arises from codes 
like “now attracting visitors,” “denial,” and “building needs always.” (4) The area of 
Leadership encompasses a large variety of codes, including “lay leaders stepping up,” 
“servant leadership,” and “strong pastoral leadership.” It covers topics such as what 
changed about staffing for mission, characteristics of pastoral leadership style, and the 
role of the laity through this process.  
(5) The next area of change, Quality of Congregational Life & Interpersonal 
Relationships, outlines the shifts that occurred in the relationships between parishioners, 
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and the nature of the resulting cultural ambience, incorporating codes as varied as “being 
a safe place,” “conflict/turmoil/pain,” “practice of forgiveness,” and “agreeing to 
disagree.” (6) The changes associated with prayer and shifting attitudes about the role of 
God in their transformation is the subject matter of the area of Relationship to God – 
Practice of Spirituality, and sample codes within it are: “reliance upon prayer practices,” 
“God is actively working out purpose and plan,” and “love God and neighbor.” (7) 
Relationship to the Church beyond the Congregation refers to how the congregation 
interacts with the denomination and other Christian groups, both locally and beyond. 
“Disciples Identity Statement” and “mega churches as negative” are just two of the codes 
that would trigger connection to this area of changing congregational life. (8) 
Relationship to the Context is an area that gathers up all the codes around mission, 
reaching out to others, evangelism, witness, and their descriptions of the surrounding 
ecology. It has to do with the numerous ways the congregation engages the current 
context and how it sees itself in relationship to it.  
(9) The area labeled Structures of Organization and Decision-making corresponds 
to the congregation’s documents of governance, how it organizes itself, and the culture of 
its church meetings; sample codes herein are “constitution and by-laws” and 
“nominations based on spiritual gifts and call.” (10) The tenth area is Teaching and 
Learning, which encompasses the attitudes and practices of the congregation within code 
areas such as “growing in faith/spiritual growth/maturation,” “importance of small 
groups,” “teaching preaching,” “learning retreats,” and “eye on youth.” (11) Welcome, 
Hospitality, and Diversity is the area of changing congregational life that points to how 
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welcoming and diverse these congregations were and are now. Codes as specific as 
“Connections Café” and as general as “welcome of all” fit under this umbrella. (12) The 
final area of Worship, Music, and Preaching incorporates codes around all three of these 
words, signaling the changes that have been achieved or attempted in these 
congregations’ experiences of and understandings about weekly worship.2 
 As distinct as these twelve areas of congregational life are, they are not unrelated 
to, nor independent from each other, and their boundaries are not hard and fast. Instead, 
together they form a flexible ecclesial container, a kind of organic network, and an 
interrelated system of being and doing church. As such, it is not the case that choosing to 
work on one of these twelve areas will fix or magically unlock transformation throughout 
the congregation; yet work on one area, even the change of a single practice, will send 
reverberations throughout the whole, influencing its overall transformation for good or 
ill. One way this occurred for River Ridge is that when one of the small learning groups 
took up a mission project of facility improvements at the local women’s shelter as part of 
the “serve others” imperative, this led them to invite these women to Sunday worship 
services, which in turn necessitated providing transportation to and from, developing 
relationships with them, and then naturally inviting them into the women’s ministry. The 
congregation’s interactions with these women positively challenged River Ridge to 
enlarge and test their welcome unto those that likely would not have been warmly 
received in the old way they had been church. 
                                                
2See appendixes 4 and 5 for more detailed paragraph descriptions of the former and current 
congregational lived ecclesiologies according to each of the twelve changing areas of congregational life. 
Space does not allow elaboration upon all of these in the body of the dissertation. 
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Some of these twelve areas resemble niches within a traditional congregational 
committee structure.3 As examples, Teaching and Learning links to the purview of a 
Christian Education committee, Relationship to the Context to an Outreach task force, 
and Institutional Viability to a committee on Stewardship and Finance, although in a 
traditional framework of organization such as is being described, one would not likely 
gather a congregational group to be responsible for its “Attitude toward Change.” During 
these processes of transformation, however, change in each of these twelve areas was not 
usually funneled to a standing committee or submitted to the pyramid of approval 
characteristic of church in the former way. Normally, these changed sites would handle 
new ideas and projects in a more streamlined fashion: the pastor would initiate changes 
through some degree of consultation with the key group of congregational leaders who 
had been ceded authority (i.e. executive committee, elders, or board), and, in turn, an 
even smaller team of people with a passion for this ministry would be gathered to address 
and implement changes therein, along with appropriate congregational staff.  
The interviews did not point to a single, common order for what was changed 
first, second, or third within these twelve areas during transformation. Cityside started its 
significant changes in a readiness phase by initiating a bible study (area number ten). 
                                                
3Following World War II, the Disciples were deeply influenced by the functional committee 
approach to congregational organization. In his book The Church Functioning Effectively (St Louis, MO: 
Christian Board of Publication, 1946), O.L. Shelton prescribed seven functional committees under an 
overseeing General Board: membership development, worship and devotional life, Christian education, 
missionary outreach, finance and stewardship education, evangelism, and property. In a chart from Willard 
M. Wickizer, A Functional Church Organization (1957 edition), the Christian Action and Community 
Service committee was added, thereby totaling eight. None of these three transforming congregations carry 
this kind of heavy organizational structure any longer, though they did in the past. Indeed, even when they 
suffered under the obligation of peopling this many groups, such an organizational framework was 
considered to be evidence of being a good, faithful congregation, leaving any consideration of adjusting it, 
particularly downsizing it, to be avoided, as an unspoken failure. 
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Before River Ridge changed location as part of its chosen vocational statement, it 
changed the worship staff and music style (area number twelve). One of the first 
readiness changes Hilltown initiated was development of the elders as spiritual leaders 
with active prayer lives (area number six and four at the same time). Congregational 
leaders, therefore, worked at transformation on multiple fronts, all at once, at least to 
some degree. Occasionally, the leadership would give a concentrated period of attention 
to one strategic effort, but not without delegating or guaranteeing that at least the basics 
in other areas were covered. Nor was there a hierarchy within the twelve areas that 
showed itself in this examination, unless one points to area number two, the 
congregation’s vocation statement, as it could be legitimately argued that this was the 
overarching goal of the other eleven areas.  
Of the twelve areas of changed congregational life, three explicitly concern the 
congregation’s relationship with other entities or beings: relationship to the context, 
relationship to the wider church, and relationship to God – spirituality. It ought not be 
deduced from this observation, however, that the only area that concerns witness, 
mission, outreach, and evangelism is area number eight, the congregation’s relationship 
with the context, nor that the other nine areas of congregational life are exclusively, 
internally oriented and focused. Just so, in these three transforming congregations, many 
if not all of the twelve areas of changed congregational life have actually been reoriented 
and refocused externally. The data indicates, for instance, that a transforming 
congregation’s worship service (area number twelve) is also oriented toward those 
beyond the regular attenders, and its leadership (area number four) is now focused on 
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meeting those outside the congregation and upon developing those inside the body 
toward witness to others beyond themselves. Hospitality (area number eleven) is not 
aimed at greeting the insiders, but to welcoming newcomers. The teaching and learning 
in the congregation (area number ten) is not carried out only to fill the individuals already 
in the congregation with knowledge of God, but to direct and equip these persons toward 
the world with this good news and to help them serve the God who loves that world (area 
number six). In summary, these changing congregations exhibited a new encompassing 
orientation to witness. To say it another way, witness, mission, evangelism, and outreach 
are no longer separate activities or programs among many others that these congregations 
do, but the focus and orientation of all that they do, thereby changing the congregation’s 
lived ecclesial identity.  
The former ecclesial identity these three congregations held in common in the 
past can be labeled “church for us,” characterized by the following constellation of traits, 
organized under the twelve areas of congregational life: (1) a congregation that is 
reluctant, even fearful about change; (2) unclear on its vocation; (3) uncertain about its 
institutional viability, or near death; (4) compromised and weakened in leadership; (5) 
plagued by a high level of conflict and strained interpersonal relationships; (6) engaged in 
secularized conversations and practices, without explicit attention to its relationship with 
God; (7) status quo in its relationship with the wider church and more focused upon its 
own concerns; (8) only slightly aware of its context, and minimally reaching out in 
witness if at all; (9) preoccupied with and hindered by its constitution and by-laws; (10) 
no longer treating faith formation and education as a priority; (11) not warmly or 
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genuinely welcoming those that are new or different from those already there; and (12) 
maintaining their traditional style and habitual practices of worship without 
understanding any longer why they do what they do. 
The sketch since transformation, that is, the current ecclesial identity of “church 
for witness,” exhibits quite a differing constellation. Its characteristics include: (1) a 
congregation that is now change-friendly; (2) clear about who it is, why it is, and where it 
is headed; (3) a congregation that is now growing some in new members and holding its 
own institutionally; (4) benefiting from strong, servant leadership that works as a team; 
(5) enjoying healthy communication and satisfying interpersonal relationships; (6) a 
congregation that believes God is active in their transformation and that upholds this 
relationship through increased and deepened prayer; (7) forging a mutually supportive 
relationship with the wider church; (8) reaching out more and engaging their mission 
field in witness and service; (9) living into new, particularly ecclesial ways of 
organizational structure and conducting meetings; (10) designing strategic pathways for 
faith formation and discipleship; (11) a congregation that extends an extravagant 
welcome to all, and whose diversity has grown; and (12) changing its worship practices 
intentionally and significantly to meet new people where they are and to celebrate the 
living presence of God. 
 
2. The Relationship of Theology and Practice 
 
Introduction 
 As delineated in chapter one, one of the lived ecclesiology constructs employed in 
this research is that of a congregational “theopraxis:” the notion that communities of faith 
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live out of and within a complex relationship between what they say they believe about 
the Divine and church (“theo”) and what they do as church (“praxis”).4 In this working 
construct, a congregation’s “lived ecclesiology” is a web of convictions, discourse, 
actions, and bodily habits. The relationship between these beliefs and practices compose 
a messy unity, in which the two interplay and meld, sometimes becoming difficult to 
disentangle, and as with the riddle about the chicken and the egg, making it almost 
impossible to determine which came first.  
Even though the congregation lives in the mix of this communal consensus, it 
does not necessarily follow that all the group’s members concur on every conviction. 
Indeed, one of the community’s explicit beliefs, which then contributes to its theopraxis, 
may be the right of an individual to disagree and cleave to his or her own personal set of 
convictions, all the while fully belonging to the community.5 This suggests that 
congregational theopraxis is resilient, because to some extent it can hold together whether 
all the members agree and act in concert or not and whether the congregation is conscious 
or unconscious of it. At the same time, this lived ecclesiology construct considers 
congregational theopraxis to be malleable, open to revision, and, as in the case of these 
                                                
4My lived ecclesiological construct of “theopraxis” is initially developed in chapter 1. The first 
part of the term intends to encompasses “theology,” “beliefs,” and “the theoretical” broadly, and the second 
part, “praxis,” was chosen to thicken common definitions of “practice” with the elements of “commitment” 
and “on-going reflective action” unto “transformation,” elements that are communicated by “praxis” in 
liberation theology circles. See Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology, 71-73. My definition also reflects 
Fulkerson’s contribution that praxis is “the liberative dialectic of reflection and action in social context,” 
with the specific social context here being congregations: Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, n. 47, 250. 
 
5James Wm. McClendon, Jr. and James M. Smith, Convictions: Defusing Religious Relativism 
(Valley Forge, PA: Trinity Press International, 1994), 12, “many convictional communities entitle members 
to believe contrary or contradictory things,” and 91, “it may be that not every member of a convictional 
community shares all the important or central or defining convictions of the community.” See also, chapter 
seven’s discussion of Disciples’ tradition of freedom of belief. 
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transforming congregations, changing. Under the salient theme of the relationship 
between theology and practice, then, I set out to uncover which congregational beliefs 
and practices actually changed from one point to the other in each locale.  
The interviewees were given leeway to define the terms “beliefs” and “practices” 
in their own manner, but if they asked what I meant by practices, I usually clarified, “the 
things you do together regularly as a congregation; this might be for example a worship 
practice or a group mission activity.” Therefore, my framing of “practices” included their 
embodied corporate behaviors, actions, habitual activities, programs, and their daily 
doing together as church, as well as their major, core, “constitutive” practices.6 My 
broader definition of practices, appears to situate me elsewhere on the practices 
continuum from Bryan Stone and Alasdair MacIntyre’s virtue ethics definition,7 because 
my clarification to the interviewees allowed for ordinary church “activities” to be 
included among “practices,” even if there might be debate about whether they constitute 
the church and whether other non-ecclesial social entities engage in similar activities. In 
                                                
6Stone, Evangelism after Christendom, 23-25. Stone defines practice as a “comprehensive, 
complex, and coherent context of activity.” Multiple “activities” contribute to an ecclesial practice, and a 
practice is “inconceivable without activities,” but they, themselves, are not practices, as he conceives of 
them. He contends that some church practices are “constitutive, defining, or core,” that is, “central to being 
the body of Christ.” He argues one cannot talk about the church without referring to these practices. 
Examples of such, according to him, would be: worship, catechesis, and forgiveness. He references support 
from Reinhard Hutter on this point, quoting him: “core church practices” are “grounded in a distinct bios,” 
or “form of life,” Reinhard Hutter, Suffering Divine Things: Theology as Church Practice, English 
translation by Doug Stott (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing, 2000), 37, which he also relates to Pierre 
Bourdieu’s concept of “habitus,” Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1990), 56. Conceived this way, then, practices are anchored in an ecclesial bios, which 
serves as their “logic,” their “social imaginary,” and their “unconscious structure.” 
 
7Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, 2nd ed. (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1984), 187, defines practice as: “any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human 
activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve 
those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with 
the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods 
involved, are systematically extended.”  
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so doing, I consider that the ecclesial “habitus” or social enculturation in which these 
activities and programs occur is indeed still structuring these practices and extending 
them according to its logic, and doing so even though many practitioners are largely 
unconscious of these roots or take them for granted in what they are doing as church. 
During the interview exchanges, I was also entirely open to perceiving points at 
which, within the congregants’ experience of changed practices, there might be at least a 
somewhat conscious, coherent focus upon an articulated good, that is, that the practices 
had ends to which they were oriented, and in other words, were indeed more telos-driven 
than might originally be perceived. I found that such an end, goal, or telos usually 
manifested when the congregational responder connected the changed practice to the 
congregational vocation statement or to a biblical text. To illustrate, when Jack, at River 
Ridge was asked what had changed, he laid out: “the small groups, the different 
activities, and trying to invite people, things like that to show people kind of what we’re 
about: Praise God, serve others, and grow in Christ.” In the case of the leadership focus 
group at Cityside, Maria, Olive, and Margie concurred that the practices of bible study 
and preaching had changed in that now the congregation was being fed “meat,” not just 
“milk” (1 Cor. 3:2), implying that the depth of teaching on and growing in the Word was 
the goal of this practice and possibly even of the entire transformation journey.  
I also held open the possibility that these congregations’ bodily performances, not 
just their verbal, vision statements or references to authoritative scripture or expressed 
cognitive understandings of what it means to be church, were inscribing their corporate 
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memory, traditions, and identity8 toward certain ends. As Ralph, a senior member of 
River Ridge, tapped his cane to the beat of the contemporary worship music, especially 
when this was not his musical preference, he was physically editing his own church 
identity and tradition. At Cityside, Parker was re-inscribing what it meant to be church 
when he stepped into the aisle to participate in the new practice of passing the peace, first 
reluctantly so, giving only handshakes, but later, participating wholeheartedly with hugs.  
When it came to the question about changing “beliefs,” if participants asked what 
I meant by this, I usually expanded by: “the things you believe about God, Jesus, the 
Holy Spirit, or church, as well as what’s most important to you as a congregation, your 
values.” This rather wide range is compatible with McClendon and Smith’s broader 
definition of “conviction” as not necessarily doctrinal or religious, but “a persistent 
belief,” such that it is “not easily relinquished” and if it is it renders the holder “a 
significantly different person (or community) than before.”9 Compatibly, they refer to 
“conviction sets” – beliefs “related to others, not in isolation, and sometimes dependent 
upon others.”10 My use of “beliefs” follows, as well, James Nieman’s understanding of 
“theology” as “deepest commitments,” “strongest values,” and “ultimate claims.”11 
                                                
8Fulkerson, Places of Redemption, 42-50, 83-4. Fulkerson argues for an understanding of 
tradition, memory, identity, and place that take “bodily contributions seriously.” Drawing upon Pierre 
Bourdieu, she writes that these aspects of habitus are inscribed both through written traditions and “bodily 
performances.” This leads her to identify both “practices of inscription” and “incorporative practices,” 
claiming that there is “interplay between messages of bodies and explicit discourse.” 
 
9McClendon and Smith, Convictions, 5. 
 
10Ibid., 90-92. 
 
11Nieman, “Attending Locally,” 198-225. 
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In company with others, then, I came at this examination of congregational 
theopraxis with the working assumption that ecclesial practices are belief infused.12 
Every corporate action, even a habitual one that has lost its reason for being in the minds 
of its practitioners, is or was initially motivated by one or more guiding rationales. Such 
frames and/or aims might be explicitly theological, that is, having to do with doctrinal 
affirmations expressly pertaining to the things of God or faith or church, but they might 
just as well be motivated by an amorphous or secularized sense of what is right and good, 
better, or best. I proceeded, too, with the hunch that every conviction or guiding principle 
seeks to be embodied or acted out, a hunch that in effect questions the prevalent 
bifurcation of mind and body in North American culture, a divide that in common 
parlance often separates the community’s cognitive beliefs from its lived practice.  
 
Changes in Congregational Theopraxis 
 
Once the interview material on changed beliefs and practices had been gathered 
and coded, I investigated it along the following interview questions: (1) “Have your 
congregation’s beliefs changed? If so, which?” (2) “Have your congregation’s practices 
changed? If so, which?” (3) “What has changed from before to now in your passage of 
transformation?”  
                                                
12For a sample, see Browning, Fundamental Practical Theology, 6: “theory-laden practices;” 
Stone, Evangelism After Christendom, 19: there are “assumptions” that guide our practice; Randy Maddox, 
“Practical Theology: A Discipline in Search of a Definition,” Perspectives in Religious Studies 18 (1991): 
165, “human action is both meaning discerning and meaning laden;” Nieman, “Attending Locally:” 
“practices are carriers/mediators of theology and ecclesiology;” Miroslav Volf, “Theology for a Way of 
Life,” in Practicing Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian Life, eds. Miroslav Volf and Dorothy C. 
Bass (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2002), 254; “practices are belief shaped;” 
and Bass, “What are Christian Practices?” http://www.practicingourfaith.org/what-are-Christian-
practices.html, [accessed February, 20, 2011]: “practice is thought-full; it implies certain beliefs about 
ourselves, our neighbors, and God.” 
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The number of parishioners responding to the question of whether their practices 
had changed was high: fifty-three cases out of sixty-three, and these unanimously replied 
“yes,” without any hedging. When the interviewee remarks are tabulated according to 
specific practices, the one of which River Ridge spoke most frequently was that of 
accepting more casual dress and a more relaxed atmosphere in worship; for Cityside the 
outstanding changed practice was that bible study was offered more often and that the 
experience of learning was now fun; Hilltown talked about the music changes in worship, 
including the addition of the Praise Team. 
Interestingly, when asked about changed practices, a few people added remarks 
about beliefs and how they now more often think about what they do, or ask why they are 
doing something, or have asked each other to “step up their belief system,” comments 
that point to the interrelatedness of beliefs and practices. A few interviewees also wanted 
to be sure it was clear to me that even with the practice changes they had undertaken, 
their congregations had continued to practice the “basics,” and under this heading, 
“communion every Sunday” was the front runner in all three sites, a stamp of their 
Disciples’ ecclesial heritage and practice.  
 Fewer congregational cases spoke to changed beliefs; just thirty-seven of the 
sixty-three, and their responses were less unequivocal. The ambivalence this project 
records, then, around changed beliefs intimates long-standing issues concerning the 
contextualization of theology, including fears that syncretism might betray the essence of 
Christianity. Stephen Bevans has helpfully outlined five current “models” of doing 
theology within our pluralistic reality: (1) “Translation,” which is “concerned with 
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translating the meaning of doctrines into another cultural context,” a style that resolutely 
insists that the “kernel” or the core message of the gospel does not change, while its 
cultural “husk” does; (2) “Anthropological,” which advocates preserving the host’s 
cultural identity and the human person’s fulfillment, thus avoiding the imposition of 
one’s Christian beliefs upon them, instead looking for God’s revelation already cloaked 
in this culture; (3) “Praxis,” that “theology is done not simply by providing relevant 
expressions of Christian faith” – intellectually – “but also by commitment to Christian 
action” and social change, remaining in continual action/reflection dialogue; (4) 
“Synthetic,” which attempts to synthesize the importance of the gospel message, the 
context itself, and action toward complex social transformation, the three flags of the 
three models here before described, as a dialectic out of which a new identity can emerge; 
(5) “Transcendental,” with its priority upon one’s own consciousness of reality and 
religious experience – one’s “transcendental subjectivity” as the authentic start of a 
contextual theology; and (6) “Countercultural,” a term which refers to the relationship of 
the gospel to its surroundings, not as one that is “anti-cultural,” but one that offers 
sophisticated, profound critique and calls forth conversion into an alternative storied 
community.13  
The discomfort these parishioners demonstrated over changing beliefs actually 
clustered into four groups of responses that mirror at least the motivating, protective 
passions of some of the above contextualization models. The interviewees said: (1) “Our 
core beliefs have not changed; just how we do things has changed,” (Translation model) 
                                                
13Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology.  
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(2) “Our beliefs have not changed; they’ve just gotten stronger,” (Countercultural and 
Praxis models), (3) “I don’t know what others believe; beliefs are private,” 
(Transcendental model) and (4) “We don’t waver on beliefs” (Countercultural and 
Translation models). Three types of the interviewees’ four responses, then, carry the 
principle that beliefs ought not to change; yet when the interview topic was changing 
practices, similar qualms were not shared.  
The interviewees’ responses to the question, “What has changed from before until 
now?” led to a list of changes in each place that fell under the twelve areas of changed 
congregational life. I teased apart the theological rationale (“theo”) from the ecclesial 
practice (“praxis”) within each change, a step that resulted in a list of twenty-five 
changed practices and thirty-three changing beliefs common to all three congregations 
(though, of course, with contextualized nuances).14  
The overarching discovery from these layers of data is that both congregational 
practices and beliefs changed from before transformation to the present in these three 
congregations, thereby transforming their respective theopraxes and creating new 
congregational ecclesial identities. Therefore, progress in transforming congregational 
ecclesial identity is not a matter of “fixing a problem” by adjusting a single practice or 
righting a solitary conviction in just one aspect of shared communal existence. Rather, 
the labor of congregational transformation results in the change of the congregation’s 
lived ecclesiology and ecclesial identity, requiring the adjustment of numerous corporate 
beliefs and practices, across all twelve areas of congregational life.  
                                                
14See appendixes 6 and 7 for the complete list of changed practices and beliefs. Space does not 
allow inclusion of all of these in the body of the dissertation. 
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Theopractical Evidence for the Shift of Ecclesial Identity 
from Church for Us to Church for Witness 
 
 Since other findings from the data heretofore have pointed to the overarching 
transition that these congregations negotiated from an almost exclusively inward-focused 
ecclesial identity to one that is oriented outward, it seemed prudent to search these lists of 
changed practices and beliefs for evidence one way or the other. I reviewed the raw data 
on the interview question, “What was the congregation like before?” with the goal of 
ascertaining whether the new practice or belief in of itself was primarily focused 
inwardly – upon the members – or outwardly – in witness to others, and/or if the change 
in the practice that made it “new” was an inward to outward transition.  
To render my method of assessment more concrete to the reader, one of the 
changed practices these three had in common was that the congregation developed 
ministries to meet neighborhood/community needs when this had not been done prior, or 
only in a very limited way, or with a patronizing style. This change constituted a clear, 
affirmative “vote” for the inward to outward transition. Of course, some beliefs and 
practices were more ambiguous than this. For example, it might seem on the surface that 
modifying the culture of meetings from a business to a spiritual model would only affect 
the internal affairs of the congregation, but closer examination of the transcripts revealed 
that this change carries with it a desire to bear witness to others of a better, more ecclesial 
manner of decision-making, that includes the inward to outward transition.  
The quantitative outcome of this intricate exercise upon the theopraxis lists is as 
follows: (1) BEFORE transformation, all twenty-five derived congregational practices 
were focused inwardly and motivated by the needs of those already in the congregation, 
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or on maintaining the congregation as it was, but AFTER transformation, twenty-four of 
these practices were focused outwardly, motivated by witness beyond the congregation; 
one was not definitive in its orientation. Then, (2) BEFORE transformation, twenty-five 
of the thirty-three derived congregational beliefs were focused inwardly upon the well-
being of the current group and motivated to maintain the internal status quo, and eight 
were non-definitive in their orientation, but AFTER transformation, twenty two of the 
beliefs were transitioning toward an outward missional focus, open to God’s greater 
purpose and consequent change; eleven beliefs were indeterminate.  
This scrutiny then corroborates the dramatic turn these congregations are 
executing from a lived ecclesiology that is oriented inwardly, upon meeting the needs of 
the current membership and maintaining things as they are, to one of looking outward 
and relating to those not already in the congregation. On top of this, this outreach is now 
increasingly being embarked upon for the well-being of those not already in the 
congregation, to meet the needs of these people rather than to secure the current 
congregation’s viability. The interview data shows that the three case study congregations 
navigated an overall shift of ecclesial identity of “church for us” to “church for witness” 
via the changes they made to congregational theopraxis.  
 
The Relationship of Leadership to Making Changes 
 in Congregational Theopraxis 
 
Evidence from the congregational stories of transformation, the coded interview 
transcripts, and the observation of congregational life, particularly during the focus 
groups, indicates that making changes to congregational theopraxis is a very complex 
 
 
 
218 
negotiation that transpires over time, within and across interpersonal relationships, and 
one that is strongly influenced by the clergy and lay leadership (thus linking this section 
to the third salient theme of this chapter – leadership). Similar to a dance of multiple 
partners, adjusting twenty-five corporate practices entails a great number of action steps 
all at once, and by a vast number of congregants and leaders, even if just one change is 
undertaken at a time. Furthermore, making changes to the congregation’s ecclesial 
practices necessarily includes dealing with their undergirding network of beliefs, which 
as noted earlier are not uniformly held convictions between parishioners. Even if the 
pastor, for instance, unilaterally initiates a change of a congregational practice, or a single 
church committee or task group launches a project of change, those midwifing the change 
will naturally be called upon to explain and defend it, plus will receive feedback from the 
larger body, whether requested or not. Additionally, a change to a single practice 
organically sends reverberations out upon other activities, and the promotion of a change 
of belief or the values of the congregation sponsors adjustments to more than one 
congregational practice. The entire matrix of linkages suggested here is certainly beyond 
the scope of this project, if not impossible to trace.  
In this section, though, I will hone in upon changes to theopraxis within the area 
of Worship, Music, and Preaching since the congregational respondents in all three sites 
spoke the most and by a significant margin during interview about the changes of practice 
they experienced in this area, and because differences and tensions concerning worship 
arose in the focus groups, which allowed me the opportunity to observe the manner in 
which they talked with each other, and demonstrated the theopractical nature of making 
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changes to worship. I will share findings about how all concerned negotiated this change 
of congregational theopraxis, and point out a few key strategic choices that those in 
leadership employed to initiate and instill these changes.  
Not surprisingly, changes in congregational theopraxis in the areas of worship, 
music, and preaching were inclined to engender disagreements within the faith 
community, and at times, conflict. These changed worship practices were clearly attached 
to beliefs and ones upon which congregants differed; plus until or unless a change of 
belief could be entertained, the tensions between differences would remain. As an 
example, a number of voices present in the focus group conversations believed that 
reverence for God should be demonstrated by quiet and controlled liturgical behaviors, 
while others reasoned that more lively action fit the aim of reverently celebrating God. 
During this informal focus group debate at River Ridge, it seemed to be an eye opener to 
both sides that the conflict between them was grounded in more than just generational 
preferences and personal opinions. Once the participants started to dialogue on the 
agreed-upon value of reverence for God and celebration in worship, the tension between 
sides abated somewhat. If those who believed in quiet reverence were going to accept the 
more boisterous expressions of celebration that were now increasingly part of their 
contemporary services, they would have to adjust their conviction sets on reverence.  
Another example arose around the new practice of more casual attire, a practice 
that was advertised as supporting the theological value of welcoming everyone, a 
principle that had come along with the transformation processes. Those members that 
connected respect for God exclusively to dressing up for church had to reconsider their 
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framework of interpretation if they were inclined to work through the conflict. Some of 
these were able to achieve peace by letting go of or by expanding their principle, that is, 
re-evaluating casual dress to be legitimately respectful to God, or by giving a higher, 
larger theological priority within their personal conviction set to meeting visitors and 
youth where they were and as they were dressed. In other words, in order to work through 
differences with other congregants and to heartily support the changes to worship 
practices adopted during their transformation processes, these parties had to somehow 
construct new, personal theopraxes that could embrace both respect for God and open 
hospitality to newcomers  
To complicate matters further, it was also possible for members to change their 
regular way of doing something in church (the practice) without attending to or adjusting 
the concurrent belief(s), at least for a time. Indeed, some people could get by for quite a 
while without adjusting their theological beliefs. I label this phenomenon a “selective 
bifurcation of beliefs and practices.” Members might go along with a change in an 
ecclesial practice for numerous reasons, sometimes for the sake of belonging, staying on 
good terms with others, or not rocking the boat, all the while remaining slightly uneasy 
with the change, or oblivious to any inconsistency between it and their convictions. In 
like manner, they could live with uncomfortable beliefs for a time as long as the 
community’s practices included a few that they still found life-giving. Some parishioners 
fashioned ways to hold this incongruity in abeyance, sometimes ignoring the new beliefs 
and practices being promulgated by the leadership, reasoning that this did not require 
their full allegiance, or that their own beliefs change, that is, until the disconnect became 
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too great, or they were forced to look at the relationship of beliefs and practices by others, 
or by some reckoning event. Another way to say this is that during the dance of changing 
theopraxis, by a number of moves, congregants, once again, could selectively bifurcate 
beliefs and practices from each other, at least temporarily.  
To illustrate, during my focus group interviews on the topic of church, I would 
invite participants to select a change in ecclesial practice that had occurred in their 
congregation during their transformation, and dialoguing as a group, they would extricate 
the embedded rationales/beliefs behind making that change. At Cityside, for instance, the 
group discussed the changes in music style that had been initiated. Some of the older 
participants voiced their dislike of these newer, “upbeat” music selections. When I asked 
them whether a reason for this change had been given, they did not remember that it had 
been, but they figured that the purpose had been “to attract the younger folks” and “to 
make a compromise” between the generations.  
Joyce: Because a lot of times, people feel that, the churches feel that the  
younger, the music, the, the beats can draw younger people, because I see the  
commercials on TV about the CDs that you can buy with the gospel songs, or 
church songs and they all got a, nobody that’s slow and calm. Everybody's 
jumping up and down, playing the guitars, but they're still saying they're sending a 
message to the young people. So that's why I seem to think that there was a 
change that was made . . . to try to inspire them to come back. 
   
Jean: So this seems to represent the belief of the congregation too, something  
that's important; the practice was changed in order to communicate the gospel 
 
Joyce: Okay. 
  
Jean: to a new generation?  
 
Joyce: Right, right. 
 
Jean: Does that make that change a little easier to adjust to? 
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Joyce: No. (She laughs) Not really.  
  
Jean: Okay. 
 
Joyce: Because some of the songs, I'm not into. 
 
Joyce agreed that the theoretical intention was to communicate the gospel to a 
new generation. There was a rationale, even a theological aim behind the transition in 
practice, but understanding this reason did not redeem this change for her or motivate her 
to enthusiastically embrace it, especially in comparison to the pull of her personal 
preferences. At the same time, she was not inclined to vociferously complain, actively 
resist, nor make an issue of it within the congregation.  
Thus, it fell to the leadership of each congregation during an intentional process 
of congregational transformation to make purposeful, yet improvisational, strategic 
choices in preparing the way for changes. Would they separate beliefs and practices or 
hold them together? To which of the two would they first give attention? As in dancing, 
the pastor and/or other congregational leaders would have to choose whether to lead the 
change by practicing the new way or by providing the rationale for it, and whether to do 
so by separating beliefs and practices from each other, or in conjunction with each other. 
Separating the two is a leadership move I label as “strategic bifurcation,” a step that 
eventually has to attend to the latent element of the theopraxis adjustment.  
To be more concrete, signaling first the belief framework behind a proposed 
change sometimes helped congregants accept it. For instance, a number of respondents 
mentioned that dialogue with others, sermons, new insights from books, information 
about their context, and other consciousness-raising had a positive influence upon the 
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congregation and paved the way for the acceptance of change. Jessica, at Hilltown, for 
instance, remembered Pastor Smith-Dugan’s sermon on the nature of the church: 
Jessica: And she said we can't just be a church – I can always remember her 
saying that at one of her – the services. She says that, you know, you just can't be 
a – be a church that just worships on a Sunday. She said we’ve got to be in the 
community every day of the week not just Sunday, you know. You know, we’ve 
got to do work out there, not just sit in the church and praise our thing, you know. 
 
Jean: Um-hum.  And that’s stuck with you? 
 
Jessica: Yeah.  
 
Another possible “dance move” in making changes to congregational theopraxis 
was for leaders to employ multiple belief rationales to frame the change and gain traction. 
Like Russian matryoshka dolls, they would nest smaller, less demanding, worldly reasons 
inside progressively larger, more substantive, theological goals to appeal to people 
wherever they were. River Ridge, for example, made the case to change to a 
contemporary worship style as a way to: (1) make use of new technologies, (2) attract the 
younger generations, (3) involve the spiritual gifts of more leaders, (4) speak in the 
vernacular of the people, and (5) welcome the unchurched. 
Notably, on other occasions, articulating the undergirding belief was not the first 
step; simply doing the new thing launched the transformation. At Cityside, for instance, 
Pastor Curtis changed the tone and procedures of the monthly food pantry without much 
training or preparation. As part of this abrupt shift of practice, the congregational hosts 
started allowing the guests from the neighborhood to enter the church building rather than 
to stand outside the fence, and then they greeted these next-door residents with smiles 
and handshakes, thus incarnating relational care. This new food pantry protocol permitted 
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congregants to mingle with neighbors, to learn on-the-job how such a ministry ought to 
be conducted, and to live into this change month to month. The pastor knew why this 
new practice was needed and how it fit within a new belief paradigm, but he was strategic 
and selective about disclosing this.   
Most often, though, the transformation of these communities was carried out with 
attention to both beliefs and practices as parishioners danced change together. Take for 
example the revision of the congregations’ organizational structures. Before 
transformation, their structures of decision-making were set in stone, and following the 
rules and organizational demands thus became burdensome, with more “shoulds” than 
freedom. In these cases, the organizational design was dictating the mission of the 
congregation rather than the other way around; the structure was serving itself, not the 
congregation’s vocational statement. Notably, the leadership in all three cases chose not 
to tackle changing the constitution and by-laws overtly or as the first order of business 
(Hilltown waited thirteen years to broach this), but when the time was ripe and the 
congregations did choose to engage the topic, they addressed the change of 
organizational structure on both theoretical and practical levels. On the level of beliefs, 
they named the ways it was inhibiting their congregational vocation. They also voiced the 
value of experimentation as a strategy, allowing for a “trying on” of this new aspect of 
congregational theopraxis. In one case, the leaders got permission to “suspend” the by-
laws; in the two others, they worked around them, making minor adjustments along the 
way. But on the level of practices, all three proceeded to live into other, different, 
organizational practices (Hilltown doing so the most openly), testing what worked and 
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what did not, continuing to evolve. Upon evaluation of their experimental design, 
Hilltown officially adopted and codified their new structure. The pastors of River Ridge 
and Cityside indicated that they are not yet ready to pursue an official change of the old, 
but they imagine being able to do so in the future.  
So it is that transforming congregational theopraxis is both an improvisational art 
and a tactical process. It takes dance-like intuition and patience, along with intentionality 
and planning on the part of the leadership. Congregational leaders, then, should anticipate 
missteps and mistakes, for there are inherent risks in shifting congregational practices and 
beliefs, whether separately or together. A leader cannot expect that the revision will be 
automatic or evenly accepted despite forethought and preparation. Indeed, even when the 
leadership approached transformation along the two fronts of practice and belief equally 
and at once, there was still no guarantee that the majority of the congregation would 
understand or accept the changes, or that the changes would root and become an enduring 
aspect of the congregation’s new theopraxis. However, whenever the leadership lacked a 
strategic, integrated theopraxis as their aim, proposed changes fell out unpredictably, 
according to other, sometimes rival or contradictory value systems or minus the most 
satisfying of incarnational options. Notwithstanding all the caveats, I conclude in the 
aggregate that: (1) intentional labor on both congregational theology and praxis – beliefs 
and practices – at the same time and over time, bears the most ripe and enduring fruit, 
and (2) clarity of the objective on the part of the leadership, both pastoral and lay, is 
preferable for accomplishing the kind of transformation that each of them achieved. 
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3. Leadership 
 
The other two thematic sections of this chapter have brought forward ways in 
which leadership is implicated. Concerning the nature of the church and congregational 
transformation, the pastoral leaders’ ecclesial visions are very influential upon the 
congregational vocation statement and upon the shift that these congregations achieve in 
their ecclesial identity. In regard to the relationship of theology and practice, 
congregational leaders, lay and clergy, shepherd the delicate dance of changing corporate 
beliefs and practices in such a way that they take hold in the congregational body and 
contribute to the shift from “church for us” to “church for witness.” 
The topic of leadership dominated the codes from the interview transcripts. In the 
project’s master code list, the header code of “leadership” ranked number one, used to 
describe text 504 times. This leadership code is also augmented by 443 related, 
subsidiary codes. Of these 443, 132 leadership-related codes manifested in transcripts 
from all three locales. My analysis of these 132 and their respective interview texts 
revealed five major themes for optimal leadership of the ministry of congregational 
transformation: (1) the need for strong pastoral leadership, (2) the need for strong lay 
leadership, (3) the need to educate members and develop leaders that grow in faith and 
discipleship, (4) the need for clergy and laity to work together cooperatively, and (5) the 
need for leaders to nurture a relationship with God/the Divine as the ultimate leader.  
Covering all five of these uncovered themes would consume its own chapter, so I 
am constrained to pursue here a minimal report and analysis, relegating some of the 
leadership discoveries to appendixes and future writing projects. The theme of strong 
 
 
 
227 
pastoral leadership, for example, encompasses 113 of the 132 codes, and 12 attributes 
materialized out of these, highlighted in appendix 5. The second theme of strong lay 
leadership concerns a variety of leaders: elders, deacons, trustees, licensed ministers, paid 
and volunteer staff, program directors, teachers, small group leaders, and even interns. 
The forty-six codes that contributed to this theme combined to reveal eight traits, along 
with some new behaviors, listed in appendix 6. The third identified theme from within 
these interview conversations is the need to support education for faith and discipleship, 
and the 110 codes that undergird it reflect both the congregations’ concerns during the 
period before transformation and what they did to address these in subsequent years. 
Prior to their change efforts, the lay leaders were weary, few in number, and no longer 
fulfilled in their leadership duties, so much so that the recruitment of leaders was 
incredibly difficult and corporate anxiety about the future was high. The three chief areas 
of ecclesial practice that the three faith communities adjusted in order to nurture 
education for faith and discipleship are laid out in appendix 7. 
I will devote more space in this section to both the fourth and fifth major themes 
of leadership, the fourth being the manner in which the clergy and laity work together in 
a transforming congregation. This was a subject of considerable interest to the 
interviewees, partly because they had experienced this relationship as having been 
compromised prior to their transformation efforts. According to their accounts of 
“before,” in the Cityside and River Ridge congregational systems, there was push and 
pull, resistance, and even manipulative games or outright battles over authority between 
the two sides, more so than in the situation described by Hilltown congregants, though in 
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its case, its lay leadership had also become concentrated in a few and the working 
relationship between them and the pastor was no longer satisfying. In unique ways, then, 
but in all three, leadership in those past days was no longer about sharing power or 
working together for one goal, but about holding onto power and maintaining the status 
quo. The expectations around who had authority for what had become unclear; the pastor 
was criticized both for leading and for not leading; the laity were both over-dependent 
upon the clergyperson for tasks such as worship leadership, prayer, and visitation, and 
overworked in leadership responsibilities that no longer gave them joy.  
As a result of their transformation efforts, the style of this old relationship 
between the laity and clergy was intentionally broken in order to build a new one. 
According to the interview codes, these congregations took hold of at least six beliefs 
about the relationship between pastors and lay leaders as part of their transformation 
efforts, thus grounding a change of theopraxis: (1) leadership is about shared power and 
giving everyone a say, (2) leadership is to be mission-driven, (3) everyone has a call to 
ministry; priesthood of all believers, (4) leadership ought to communicate fully and 
straightforwardly, (5) leadership should work together as a team, and (6) leadership needs 
to grow in faith and spiritual maturity. On top of these six convictions, the general vision 
of what the church ought to be and do, integrated within their particular congregation’s 
vocation statement, became the clarion call and the common purpose to which lay and 
clergy leadership oriented itself.  
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These three congregations often used the metaphor of being a “team,” invoking 
the sports world of working toward the same goal, each player fulfilling a role, helping 
each other, and giving 100 percent. An influential lay leader at River Ridge summarized:  
I would say it's much more of a team than any I've been on in this congregation in 
the past. It works very well. And when we get into Executive Committee 
meetings, everybody can say whatever they want to say about anything and 
everybody is going to listen to them. And if there are any really strong objections 
we'll talk it through, but it's a team. And in the long run we wind up in what I call 
alignment. It's not to say that everybody perfectly agrees, but to say that: "Yeah, 
we're not going off in the opposite directions. We're going off roughly the same 
direction. And while I may disagree with the exact direction we're going, I give 
up my right if I ever had a right to go public with that." And the rest of the 
committee is the same way. You know, they're saying, "Okay, we'll go along with 
that. I can live with it and I'm not going to make waves. I'm not going to go make 
a big issue out of the fact that there are certain things I disagree with." And it's 
okay outside of the committee meetings to say, "You know it wasn't my choice to 
go that way but the committee chose it and I'm along with it.  
 
All three case sites tended to follow suit with this approach in general; River Ridge and 
Hilltown changed their organizational language from “committees” to “ministry” or 
“mission teams,” as part of the transformation dance, while Cityside kept “department,” 
“board,” and “committee.”  
This metaphor of leadership as “team” certainly captures some critical elements 
of the leadership relationship that occurred in these locales, but I do not find that it 
communicates the fluidity, the shared affection, the grace extended toward mistakes, and 
the enjoyment of mission that I observed in the working relationship of these 
transformational leaders. The current board chair at Cityside pointed out: 
Jean: What kind of working relationship do the pastor and the lay-leaders have 
together? How do they work together? 
 
Mark: We have a wonderful time. A crazy time, but we have a wonderful time 
(laughter), and I think you've seen that. We have a wonderful time working 
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together. Yeah, yep, like I said, everybody pitches in, maybe sometimes a little bit 
too much joking, but that's who we are. That's how – that's what helps us make it 
through. 
 
My participant observation in all three settings, then, inspires me now to reprise 
the image of a dance, which was earlier invoked to portray how changes were made in 
congregational theopraxis, as it also well represents the optimal relationship of clergy and 
lay leaders. The two parties have their unique moves and there are times that one or the 
other takes center stage, respectfully allowing the other to exercise gifts and even lead out 
of passion and call, but both are absolutely critical to the beautiful movement of the 
witnessing church within its context. In Hilltown’s story, Belinda, a licensed minister 
there, reflected upon the relationship between clergy and lay: “I think one of the things 
that we are blessed here with, too, is that in terms of the leadership working together, 
we're not insecure in terms of our ministry and our callings and what we do. And so, we 
don't compete; we complete; we recognize that we all have strengths and weaknesses.” 
At the same time, for the ecclesial dance to be mutually satisfying and missionally 
successful, and because both the laity and the pastor are strong leaders, it is incumbent 
upon the partners to explicitly clarify who is leading when. In Cityside’s case, two tracks 
were created; the pastor was responsible for “spiritual” decisions and the board for 
“functional.” However, it was primarily the pastor there who directed, in consultation 
with others, when it came to the big picture and the overall movement of the body. In the 
two other congregations, such a separation between spiritual and functional was not 
delineated. While these pastors initiated and led much of what occurred, they delegated 
spheres of work to others and gave oversight to the whole. So my on-site experience of 
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this dance in the three sites was that, of the two parties, the pastor was understood 
generally to be the overall choreographer and default leader of transformation unto 
congregational witness, while the congregation was given the ultimate power of assent or 
veto. But when the parameters of authority became unclear, in order to avoid stepping on 
toes and never to become complacent or stuck, these parties generally negotiated 
leadership with each other openly and in good spirit. 
The fifth major theme weaving through the leadership codes is an 
acknowledgement of the leading role of God/the Divine. Congruent with the theme of 
education and leadership development, these three transforming congregations began to 
teach members specifically about God’s character, God’s historical dealings with 
humanity, and discussing how God might be at work in the present. In short, they 
introduced “God” into the swirl of their labors and conversations, and started more 
explicitly calling on the guidance of the Holy One in the nominating process and during 
regular decision-making meetings.  
The eighteen “God codes” that are directly related to leadership in transforming 
congregations reiterate that the study participants believe it is God’s purpose, mission, 
and vision to which they are called, in which they participate, and which is driving the 
transformation. This God very actively gifts, calls, and equips all Christians into service 
of this mission, and particularly so, leaders for the church. All three congregations, but 
Cityside in significantly greater numbers, claimed that God was involved in the pastoral 
search process, actually leads through the “anointed” pastor to the people, and sends 
people to the congregation who can further the divine purposes.  
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While the majority of interviewees understood God to be busily engaged in the 
aforementioned ways, the codes also indicate that they considered it critical that the 
pastor and the people in this relationship with the Divine work on their openness to God. 
They are to keep in connection through spiritual practices and to learn how to discern 
their own spiritual gifts and the call of God in order to respond to it. Thus, the Christian 
community’s task includes letting go of its grasping after control and power, and to 
actively follow the Holy One. These findings evoke again the image of a dance, and 
strongly imply that these transforming congregations were nurturing this kind of spiritual 
relationship. While human leaders did indeed lead, it was understood that clergy and lay 
together were living into the experience of God as the actual leader of the ecclesial dance.  
   
The Descriptive Findings Summarized 
 
Under the overall research charge of this dissertation to give attention to the lived 
ecclesiologies of transforming congregations, the practical theological method posed a 
distinct research question for the Descriptive Phase: “In what ways are these 
congregations changing and becoming church differently, that is, shifting their ecclesial 
practices, implicit beliefs, and relationships to context in order to experience 
revitalization?” The reconstructed lived ecclesiologies of these congregations before 
transformation show that they had no greater vision than themselves and their survival as 
a group, were oriented toward meeting their own needs, enmeshed in co-dependent 
relationships and patterns of behavior, and wishing to recapture past glory days. In this 
quest, they had become weary and lacked energy for even maintaining the skeleton of 
church activities, and if they still hoped to grow numerically, this was somehow to occur 
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without them changing, and ultimately in order to continue as they had been. In other 
words, in their lived ecclesiologies of the prior state, they were bearing witness to 
themselves. What was church for? Church was for them.  
The composite lived ecclesiologies of these transforming congregations also 
demonstrate that now they have a greater vision than themselves and are pursuing it 
through all areas of congregational life. This purpose drives them forward and outward; 
they are now focused more on the needs of others than just upon their own, and are 
experiencing energy, joy, and fulfillment in the evolution. In dialogue, these Hilltown 
women crystallized the nature of their congregation’s shift in identity: 
Jocelyn: Something tragic happens and even if a member of our church wasn't 
directly affected we need to pray for this community. This is our community; this 
is where our church is. We're going to be outside handing water to the high 
schoolers. We're going to be out there for the prayer vigil. We're going to march 
for justice and peace in our community. Being sure that our church is invested in 
this community and being a pillar in the community as well. Very much so, very 
open and willing to go out and preach, to even just go out and preach on the street 
and whatever, like the Hope and Healing Services we used to have in the parking 
lot and such. 
 
Jennifer:  We would turn the speakers that way so that it's not that we heard, that  
the community heard. 
 
Jocelyn:  Yeah right. 
 
Jennifer:  It's not just an internal church. We are not just an internal church, we  
are for an external church also. 
 
Several voices: Yes. 
So the orientation of the beliefs and practices of these transforming congregations is now 
toward sharing the good news in a variety of ways, generously giving of themselves and 
their resources. Numerical growth has become a by-product of following God’s unfolding 
 
 
 
234 
call into new life rather than their end and only goal. What is church for? Church is for 
witness, and in its option for new life, I experienced River Ridge as markedly bearing 
witness to resurrection; in its option for healing, Cityside as particularly testifying to the 
power of the Word; in opting for vocation, Hilltown as notably embodying reconciliation. 
 
Three Arguments Articulated 
 
First, this research project argues that the ministry of congregational 
transformation is an ecclesiological matter. The question of what constitutes “faithful 
church” should be at the heart of the effort to transform declining congregations. Indeed, 
to become church faithfully ought to be owned as the teleological aim of this specialized 
labor. It should be captured in the vocational statements that transforming congregations 
discern and adopt to guide their local congregation’s change process, and then infused 
into the living, daily culture of these circles of faith, that is, into their lived ecclesiologies.  
That which constitutes “faithful church” has been thickly described through the 
steps of Phase One. Through codal analysis of the interview transcripts, I have 
documented that the monumental change in their ecclesial identities was from one of 
living along a guiding telos of “church for us,” to a new telos of “church for witness.”  
Therefore, while this dissertation argues that congregational transformation 
should be aimed at an understanding and lived expression of “faithful church as witness,” 
this does not mean that it should be aimed at church as an end in itself. Rather, this 
ecclesiological teleology for the transformation of congregations carries its own greater 
telos; faithful church signifies being in service of an end that is still larger. The findings 
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of the descriptive phase heretofore have indicated that enveloping and inherent to their 
goal of becoming church faithfully was an eschatological end.  
 
    Figure 2. The Embedded Relationship of Three Teloi for Congregational 
                        Transformation 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
As church, they are now bearing witness to something or someone greater than 
themselves; “the good news,” “Jesus Christ,” “God at work among them toward a greater 
purpose” are but a sampling of the linguistic expressions offered for this encompassing 
telos. These bodies of believers are also coming to accept that it is the nature of the 
church at witness to change, and that God’s eschatological telos itself denotes 
transformation. So, if becoming the faithful witnessing church is to serve as the 
ecclesiological telos of the ministry of congregational transformation, then more needs to 
be learned about the church’s eschatological purpose. To what and to whom is the church 
bearing witness? What does it mean to show forth the good news, to proclaim Jesus 
Christ and be his body in the world, and to point to the movements of the Divine? 
Congregational Telos Ecclesiological Telos Eschatological Telos 
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Since these three congregations are of the Disciples denominational fold, and it 
has adopted as its collective telos for the year 2020 becoming “a faithful, growing 
church,” it is pertinent to this study to explore: (1) whether an ecclesial identity of 
“church for witness” is compatible with Disciples tradition and representative scripture 
texts invoked in its transformation priority, (2) to what this tradition understands a 
faithful church to be bearing witness, and (3) how Disciples perceive this transformation 
to take place theologically.15 A consultation with Disciples tradition, by its own 
parameters of authority, also hinges on consulting the biblical narrative. So it is that 
Phase Two’s more formal theological reflection upon and dialogue with the case study 
discoveries will be undertaken with two partners: (a) select scripture texts that were cited 
by interviewees and (b) relevant Disciples documents, which will address the three 
pertinent questions itemized just above.  
The second argument from the first phase of this research project is that in order 
for transforming congregations to successfully reach the ecclesiological and 
eschatological teloi referenced above, lived ecclesiology as embedded within and across 
twelve areas of congregational life must adjust accordingly. The major shift from “church 
for us” to “church for witness” should manifest internally in nine different spheres of 
congregational culture, plus in three relational spheres: in relationship to the surrounding 
context, to the wider church, and to God, with this desired transformation occurring at the 
deeper stratum of congregational culture, that is, at the level of congregational theopraxis. 
                                                
15Browning, Fundamental Practical Theology, 94, warns that “even to identify” questions for 
research out of congregations “is a hermeneutical act.” There is no objective stance from which a 
researcher posits the central or most important question and this interpretation is necessarily shaped by 
his/her “own history of practices,” a kind of “fusion of horizons” between the congregations’ questions and 
his/her own. 
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Before their transformations, the unique manner in which the three congregations put 
together their beliefs and practices in the twelve areas displayed a “church for us” 
ecclesiology, while during transformation, they came to display a “church for witness” 
ecclesiology. Therefore, during the transformation process, the composite beliefs and 
practices of the corporate body must transform, and in relationship to each other, in line 
with the three teloi: the congregational vocational statement, the idea and practice of 
faithful church as witness, and the encompassing eschatological aim, the latter of which 
hopefully will be ascertained and more clearly identified through the labor of chapter 
seven. In the meantime, the descriptive findings from the case study congregations reveal 
that a faithfully transforming congregation will be making adjustments to at least twenty-
five practices and thirty-three beliefs over time, which is a prodigious dance of 
negotiation among all parties. These changes, albeit customized to each locale, constitute 
the desired shift of theopraxis that this dissertation argues ought to be commended to 
strategic praxis (Phase Three), so that transforming congregations can achieve the 
ecclesiological telos of faithful church. 
Third, this research project argues that astute, spiritual, and improvisational 
congregational leadership of three types –pastoral, lay, and divine – is imperative for a 
successful process to the desired results. The style of leading exercised by clergy and 
laity in transforming congregations is one of mutual respect and partnership, out of 
strength, as both parties seek to discern the dynamic, ultimate, and present lead of God 
for their change from “church for us” to “church for witness.” Transformative leadership, 
then, may be likened to a dance between the pastor and the members of the congregation, 
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as well as a dance between these human partners and the Holy One. The improvisational 
choreography of change that transpires between the dance partners culminates in the 
contextualized adjustments to congregational theopraxis that they choose and carry out in 
their locales, which, in turn, transform the congregation’s lived ecclesiology to one of 
out-reaching witness. 
The more formal theological research and reflection coming in chapter seven may 
connect to and inform this third argument about leadership, because the manner in which 
congregational change is being led should certainly cohere with that to which a faithful 
church bears witness – its eschatological telos. On top of this, conceiving of 
transformational leadership as a dance between clergy, laity, and the Divine holds 
implications for any recommendations that will be proposed to the strategic praxis of 
transformation in congregations in Phase Three. 
The next chapter, then, inaugurates Phase Two of the practical theological 
method, seeking a normative response to the question: “What is congregational 
transformation, why do it and to what end?” It will also systematically address the three 
pertinent theological questions offered earlier in this section through intense dialogue 
with authoritative sources. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
CONSTRUCTING A THEOLOGICAL BRIDGE TO PRAXIS:  
A DIALOGUE BETWEEN THE CASE-STUDY 
 FINDINGS AND DISCIPLES TRADITION  
 
 
Introduction 
 
The findings that emerged from the qualitative case study research of the 
descriptive phase of this research project showed that the lived ecclesiologies of these 
declining congregations radically transformed over time from one of “church for us” to 
“church for witness.” The discoveries associated with this major shift hold implications 
for the denominational tradition in which the three abide, and await that tradition’s input. 
In other words, the descriptive results and the more formal theological resources attached 
to the tradition need to dialogue with each other – the goal of the present chapter. My 
hope is that the theological reflection of Phase Two will then construct a sound 
theological bridge to integrated strategic proposals (Phase Three) for the practice of 
congregational transformation. 
More specifically, Phase Two seeks to answer its own broad research question: 
“What is congregational transformation, why do it, and to what end?” and integral to this 
question of definition are the three pertinent theological questions put forward from the 
descriptive outcomes at the end of chapter six: (1) Is an ecclesial identity of “church for 
witness” compatible with Disciples tradition and representative scripture texts invoked in 
its transformation priority? (2) To what does this tradition understand a faithful church to 
be bearing witness? and (3) How is it that Disciples perceive this transformation to take 
place theologically? All of these lines of inquiry will inform the three salient themes, 
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derived and condensed from the congregational narratives: the nature of the church, the 
relationship of theology and practice, and leadership.  
 
Method 
 
As a first wave of formal theological research, I consulted three types of 
theological sources: five scripture texts cited by interviewees, seven authoritative 
documents from Disciples history, and the works of feminist process-relational 
theologian, Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki.1 Using the method of thematic textual analysis,2 
their content and context was scrutinized in relationship to the three pertinent questions 
and the Phase Two research question to the end of disclosing responses that these authors 
might offer were the questions posed to them. The completion of this first wave clarified 
that of the three types of conversation partners, the biblical testimony carried immediate 
normativity for Disciples, with texts from their own history running in second 
authoritative place, and process-relational theology (Suchocki) as an optional source, not 
essential to their constituents’ discernment of faithful theopraxis. During the second wave 
of research, I chose ten of the thirteen documents as the most relevant and authoritative, 
and held the three other interlocutors – two scripture texts3 and Suchocki’s process-
relational theology – in abeyance for future consultation. Even ten texts proved unwieldy 
                                                
1Chapter 1 reviews the criteria for selecting these three types of resources. 
  
2This qualitative research method is also called “thematic analysis,” Virginia Braun and Victoria 
Clarke, “Using thematic analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative Research in Psychology 3 (2006): 77-101. 
 
3The two texts are: Luke 5:27-39, the story of Levi’s transformation and Jesus’ teaching on new 
wineskins, and Paul’s epistle, Romans 12:1-2, concerning the directive to present ourselves in worship and 
be transformed. 
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for these pages; only seven will be profiled and drawn upon within this chapter to achieve 
its conclusions. 
I will first introduce Disciples tradition using the framework of the three salient 
themes of chapter six in the following order: the relationship of theology and practice, the 
nature of the church, and leadership, being careful to highlight the points of clear 
coherence between the tradition and the descriptive findings as well as those junctures at 
which the ecclesial tradition is challenged by the data. Secondly, I will call upon the three 
biblical passages to project preliminary consensus answers to the research questions. 
Thirdly, I will hold up the four guiding denominational texts to these preliminary 
conclusions for comparison, mutual edification, and toward synthesized responses. 
Finally, I will present the culminating proposed theological norms and the resulting, 
revised dissertation arguments, concluding with an assessment of the soundness of this 
constructed theological bridge. 
 
Introduction to Disciples Tradition 
 
The Relationship Between Theology and Practice 
This short introduction to Disciples tradition starts by acknowledging that at 
points in their development, Disciples have been hesitant to claim that they even have a 
“tradition”4 or a “theology.” The Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) was the result of 
two movements for ecclesial reform that came together in 1832 during the Second Great 
Awakening on the western ‘frontier’ of the new American republic. According to these 
                                                
4On this point see W. B. Blakemore, forward to Renewal of the Church: The Panel of Scholars 
Reports, Vol.1, The Reformation of Tradition by Ronald E. Osborn; also M. Eugene Boring, Disciples and 
the Bible: A History of Disciples Biblical Interpretation in North America (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1997), 
124-126, speaking of Isaac Errett: “like other Disciples he disdained the word ‘tradition.’”  
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“Christians” in Kentucky and these “Disciples” in Virginia, the church had been 
corrupted by “traditions,” accretions onto the biblical text.5 They believed that 
theological creeds and dogmas were human inventions that fueled sectarian rancor among 
ecclesial groups of the day, making a wasteland of this new land of promise and freedom. 
More than once, pastors Barton Stone, Thomas Campbell, and his son, Alexander, had 
been chastened or expelled from associations within their Presbyterian fold. The three 
leaders considered that ecclesiastical officials in their day were far too easily and eagerly 
cutting Christians off the ‘vine’ on the basis of non-essential “opinions” concerning faith 
and practice. In light of Jesus’ prayer that “they all be one” (John 17:21), they found this 
situation a grievous evil, and with personal pain and longing, lifted the gospel flag, 
bearing a distinctive witness to ecclesial unity in Jesus Christ.6  
Notwithstanding its ambivalence about theology, this merged reform movement 
found multiple ways to communicate what it stood for. As it evangelized in the early 
                                                
5Alexander Campbell, “The Christian Religion,” Christian Baptist 1:1 (August 3, 1823): 1, 6, 
arguably the movement’s most influential founder, expressed an early aversion to “scholastic divinity” and 
to doing speculative theology beyond a straightforward study of the bible.  
 
6Barton W. Stone, the founder of the movement of “Christians,” formed the Springfield 
Presbytery with with four other Presbyterian ministers to protest barriers and sanctions they had 
experienced within this larger fold, and to testify against “partyism” in the church at large. After just nine 
months of existence and out of the same aims, though, they disbanded in order to “sink into the Body of 
Christ at large” and unite with other Christians. Their “last will and testament” (1803) highlights four 
seminal causes: “gospel liberty,” biblical authority, Christian unity, the coming millennium. Barton W. 
Stone, The Last Will and Testament of The Springfield Presbytery, http://en.wikisource.org/w/index.php?, 
[accessed September 2007]. 
Thomas Campbell initiated a reform movement within his own Presbyterian society by penning its 
statement of purpose, decrying the wound of “the pernicious tendency of religious controversy,” and 
describing the harmony available to all by a return to “simple, evangelical Christianity.” The core of the 
document is thirteen propositions, the first of which declares that “the church of Christ upon earth is 
essentially, intentionally, and constitutionally one.” Campbell also argued for Christian unity as the best 
manner of witness, and on the basis of Jesus’ prayer for unity in John 17, “that the world may believe.” 
Thomas Campbell, Declaration and Address of the Christian Association of Washington, 
http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/tcampbell/d/DA-1ST.HTM, [accessed September 2007]. 
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years, shorthand slogans came into use, three among them were: “No creed but Christ,” 
“Unity, not uniformity,” and “Where the scriptures speak, we speak; where the scriptures 
are silent, we are silent.”7 As it spread westward, starting new congregations according to 
the “Ancient Gospel,” this movement of ecclesial reform consolidated its proposal for the 
union of Christians into “the Plea.”8 Across ensuing decades, the Christians and Disciples 
constructed many bulleted lists to encapsulate their identity. In recent times, for example, 
its office of New Church Ministry put forward a list of the strands of the “DNA” of 
Disciples: Open Communion, the Oneness of the Church, Freedom of Belief, Baptism by 
Immersion, and the Ministry of all Believers.9 
Compatibly, Mark Toulouse states that most Disciples hold the bible to be “the 
major authoritative resource for Christian life and practice,”10 and Eugene Boring has 
claimed the bible to be “the pulse of the denomination’s theology,” because Disciples do 
their theology through interpretation of scripture. He has also argued that the Disciples’ 
biblical hermeneutic has evolved across five distinct “generations,” from Alexander 
Campbell’s seven “rules” of interpretation, to a full acceptance of higher criticism. He 
                                                
7Others include: “No book but the Bible,” “Bible words for Bible things,” “Not the only 
Christians, but Christians only,” and, as referenced in chapter two of this dissertation: “In essentials, unity, 
in non-essentials, liberty, and in all things, charity.”  
 
8During the first generation of the Stone-Campbell movement, the Plea attracted a large number of 
adherents energized for Christian unity, started new congregations, and drew in some congregations from 
other denominational families. As it evolved, Disciples’ energy for the cause of Christian unity was largely 
channeled into ecumenism, working for cooperation and understanding between denominations and even 
toward visible union. Disciples took an initiating and leading role in the Federal, National, and World 
Councils of Churches, and are presently engaged in processes such as “Churches Uniting in Christ.” 
 
9In a 2006 conversation with Dr. Rick Morse, denominational executive of New Church Ministry. 
 
10Mark G. Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship: The Maturing of an American Religious Movement 
(St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1992), 53. 
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continues that this hermeneutic has retained earmarks of unity/ecumenism, populism, 
love of God, critical rigor, historical emphasis, and a canon within the canon of the New 
Testament, particularly Paul and Acts,11 though Disciples have always drawn from the 
message of the bible as a whole book.12 
Prior to the emergence of historical criticism, Alexander Campbell emphasized 
studying the context of biblical materials, lending permission to the layered, nuanced, and 
dynamic interpretation of texts. True to the movement’s core value of unity in diversity, 
Disciples have also extended liberty to individual conscience in regard to biblical 
normativity and interpretation.13 Logically then, engagement with the scripture always 
produces new insights for new generations, since its life is extended as it intersects with 
our personal and congregational stories, and because God continues to “do a new thing” 
through it. So, although the mindset of the postmodern era is highly suspicious of 
universalizing narratives,14 in the Disciples ‘mind’, the unity of the encompassing biblical 
                                                
11M. Eugene Boring, Disciples and the Bible: A History of Disciples Biblical Interpretation in 
North America (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1997), 3. The five generations, (5), Campbell’s Rules of 
Interpretation, (85-6), and the preserved traits of a Disciples’ hermeneutic, (413-6). 
 
12Boring points out that Campbell held to the general authority of the Old Testament and did not 
reject it or the ‘Old Testament god’ (70), and Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 1997 version, 121, quotes 
Campbell: “All the leading words and phrases of the New Testament are to be explained and understood by 
the history of the Jewish nation and God’s government of them.” My own reading of Campbell concurs, 
and I think some who emphasize his New Testament leanings would be surprised at the extensive use of the 
Hebrew scripture texts in his writings. Consider also the manner in which The 2020 Vision seamlessly 
drafts Micah to instruct the church on its marks. 
  
13Two voices among many capture this major cord: (1) Cummins, A Handbook for Today’s 
Disciples: “Disciples do not have an ‘official’ interpretation of the bible. Individuals are encouraged to 
interpret the scriptures,” 14, “Disciples freedom of individual judgment,” 23, and “do not impose 
universally held positions on its members . . . . tenacity in defending the freedom of individual opinion,” 
46, and (2) Dwight E. Stevenson, in the Panel of Scholars Reports, Vol. 1, 55, referring to Disciples’ 
“principle of liberty.” 
  
14As footnoted in chapter 6, Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, xxiv-xxv.  
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story provides sufficient room for a wide scope of readings. Disciples also realize that 
they are “free and capable to interpret the bible for themselves, but not by themselves.”15 
So it is at the level of individual conscience and within the study of scripture in small 
ecclesial groups of all kinds where deliberations among different readings of the biblical 
word, such as feminist, African American, or Latin American, would surface and have 
sway. From local congregations to its General Assembly, during their ecclesial decision-
making, Disciples negotiate the scripture’s theological and practical normativity.  
The congregational participants in this study place a high premium on the bible. 
In my observation, during study gatherings and biblical discussions, congregants made 
room for differences of opinion, with Cityside members being more likely to correct each 
other on biblical teaching for the edification of the body. In interviews, congregational 
and denominational contributors interpreted their circumstances through biblical 
narratives, mandates, and themes on 145 occasions, with 31 of these biblical references 
repeated across the cases. Cityside Christian demonstrated the broadest repertoire of 
biblical passages, double the number of the others. Out of all the cited texts, the three 
pericopes I selected for this chapter’s exegetical study and textual analysis, one is from 
the Hebrew canon and two from the Christian new testament. Interviewees referred to all 
three, and all three of them speak explicitly to the nature and mission of the church (or 
the people of God). One of these texts is integral to the 2020 Vision goals; verses from 
another are invoked frequently within the congregational transformation movement. Due 
                                                                                                                                            
 
15Boring, Disciples and the Bible, 23. 
 
 
 
246 
to the first place Disciples give to the testimony of the bible, I will deal with the three 
passages prior to the denominational texts.  
The four representative documents out of Disciples tradition that I selected for 
textual analysis, include: (1) The Christian System by Alexander Campbell, one of the 
three 19th century founders, and (2) three post-restructure documents (from 1969 to 
2001), comprising both “constitutional” and advisory materials. For good and for ill, 
across its existence, Disciples have indeed developed and revised a “tradition.” 
 Concerning points of coherence with the descriptive findings of the prior chapters, 
Disciples, generally speaking, have a pragmatic temperament, preferring to do something 
instead of talking about it theoretically,16 and they have exhibited the same tendency as 
did the three case study congregations of dichotomizing theology and practice. While 
their suspicion of uniformity, along with a reluctance to define theological affirmations 
for others, may have sponsored a degree of theological illiteracy among Disciples in the 
pews, a trait that I sometimes observed in interviewees, their irenic spirit, the longing for 
Christian unity, and the ecumenical engagement that makes up their ethos has opened 
                                                
16Campbell, The Christian System (Nashville: Gospel Advocate Company, 1835; reprint, 1980 
and 2001), 259: “A few grains of practice is worth a pound of theory.” See also comments in the Panel of 
Scholars reports: W.M. Wickizer, in “A Statement Concerning the Panel,” Vol. 1, viewed their writing 
project as practical theology and as restoring the theological to Disciples’ “practical churchmanship;” 
Blakemore judges Disciples to be “more a practical than a speculative people,” in Vol. 3, 150, and Osborn 
observed that “Disciples pragmatism” would prompt action “even if no theological rationale was 
provided,” in “One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church,” Vol. 1, 326. The latter connects to A. 
Campbell’s permission for and concept of “expediency” in decisions concerning church order, those that 
are not explicitly dictated by a “thus saith the Lord” in scripture, The Christian System, 72. 
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them to and now encouraged within the denominational body an appreciation of 
theological reflection, both academic and popular.17  
 The outcomes and arguments under this salient theme from Phase One also 
challenge Disciples. They press this denominational community to ‘own’ and to develop 
a non-halting integration of theology and practice, both to the end of faithfulness and in 
order to advance its congregational transformation goals. Doing thusly would not 
extinguish practicality, but would entail: (1) bringing to consciousness its own 
theological underpinnings and operating theologies, an educational end to which the 
concept of congregational “theopraxis” might be useful, since both theology and practice 
must adjust to bring about a change of church culture to one of witness, and (2) 
prioritizing said integration within the seminary classroom and the congregation so that 
pastoral leaders, particularly, are formed to be able to help form the laity in reflective 
action. Coming to a definition of congregational transformation will go quite a distance to 
theopractical clarity, as will the answers to pertinent question numbers one and two on 
the nature and object of “witness.” The descriptive findings also challenge Disciples 
tradition, as hinted in pertinent question number three, to develop a theology of change 
itself, even as in multiple locales on the ground it is already improvisationally dancing 
this transformation.   
 
 
 
 
                                                
17Two indicators of this are the publication of Chalice Introduction to Disciples Theology, Peter 
Goodwin Heltzel, ed. (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2008) and the inclusion within the latest denominational 
hymnal, Chalice Hymnal (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1995), of historical and current “affirmations of faith” 
as accessible worship materials for congregational use.  
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The Nature of the Church 
 
As with the concept of “tradition,” Disciples have lived in an ambivalent 
relationship with the topic of “church,” a slightly unsettled relationship that lingers in its 
collective psyche. To elaborate, there are several indicators that ecclesiology has 
historically not been a subject of interest for Disciples. As already pointed out, this faith 
community is reluctant to theologically extrapolate on “church” too far from the biblical 
materials, to define church too closely or for all, as in creedal articulations that are used 
as exclusionary “tests of fellowship,”18 and to talk about anything theoretically when it 
might instead take practical action. Having even more direct bearing upon ecclesiology, 
the purpose of the founding leaders had been to unite the divided church and not to 
become still another church on the crowded landscape.19  
On the other hand, ecclesiology was actually the overarching topic of virtually 
everything that its leaders were writing and working on; how to be the church that Jesus 
Christ intended was this movement’s impetus and its perpetual quest.20 From this vantage 
point, lived and/or practical ecclesiology has been of supreme import to the Disciples. 
                                                
18Two voices among many: (1) Cummins, A Handbook for Today’s Disciples: “Disciples do not 
have an ‘official’ interpretation of the bible. Individuals are encouraged to interpret the scriptures,” 14, 
“Disciples freedom of individual judgment,” 23, and “do not impose universally held positions on its 
members . . . . tenacity in defending the freedom of individual opinion,” 46, and (2) Dwight E. Stevenson, 
in the Panel of Scholars Reports, Vol. 1, 55, referring to Disciples’ “principle of liberty.” 
 
19Among others, see Osborn, “One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church: The Continuing 
Witness of Disciples of Christ,” in the Panel of Scholars Reports, Vol. 3, 346, that Disciples have acted out 
of an “anti-ecclesiasticism” and in common parlance, called denominationalism “a sin,” as well as denied 
being a denomination – Osborn, “A Theology of Denominations and Principles for Brotherhood 
Restructure,” Vol. 1, 83. 
 
20See W. B. Blakemore, The Discovery of the Church (Nashville: Reed and Company, 1966) and 
Cummins, The Disciples, preface. 
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My document research shows that much more on ecclesiology has been written and 
approved than necessarily comes across in academic and in congregational life.21  
Generally, Disciples have used the word “church” to denote the universal and 
spiritual reality of the Body of Christ, reaching beyond the boundaries of its own 
consortium, and have employed “churches” or “congregations” for its local 
instantiations.22 They think that it is outward from these smaller, central circles that 
Christians engage in mission.23 Consistent with this orientation, during their journeys of 
transformation, the three case study congregations treated being “Disciples” (as in the 
denomination) as secondary to being “church” and “Christian.” To illustrate, River Ridge 
let go of the Disciples chalice and the denominational name in its signage as part of 
transformation actions. Cityside embarked on transformation by asking itself what it 
meant to be church and by downplaying its Disciples’ identity, which had been set up in 
its not-so-distant past almost as an idol, until such time that this could be held in proper 
perspective. Hilltown thought of itself as being the church – “keeping the light on” – in 
its community, over being a Disciples presence in that location. In all instances, it was 
                                                
21As an example, in 1998, the Disciples Commission on Theology produced a summary of 
historical views on the nature of the church, encompassing the earlier issued “Words to the Church” on 
various aspects of theology, and in its summary, p. 6, defined church as “that community called into being 
by the Gospel, which is God’s covenant of love in Jesus Christ, and given its life through the power of 
God’s Spirit in order to praise and serve the living God. All those who accept this calling – of whatever 
race, nationality, or culture – are joined together as one people commissioned by God to witness by word 
and deed to God’s love for the world.” 
 
22Dwight E. Stevenson, “Concepts of the New Testament Church,” The Panel of Scholars Reports, 
Vol. 3, 31, “for Campbell ‘church’ was a term that embraced the whole church.” 
 
23“Congregations constitute the primary expression of the community of faith . . . . congregations 
partner with their regions and the general ministries of the church to share the good news from their 
doorsteps to the ends of the earth” from The Design for the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
paragraph 8. 
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not that their Disciples identity did not matter to them, but it was less important than the 
broader identity of being part of the church universal and being a faithful congregation 
there where it was situated, a behavior that, ironically, puts them in good stead with their 
Disciples heritage and identity. 
It is also the case that across its story Disciples have employed various 
designations for the church: “the Christian Institution,” “Citizens of the Kingdom,” “the 
Body of Christ,” “Brotherhood,” and “Covenant Community” to name a handful.24 As 
pointed out in chapter six, the three case study congregations demonstrated a rich lexicon 
as well. One of the ensuing tasks of this chapter is to see whether in the midst of this 
plurality, church as “witness” garners a respectable place, or could even candidate as an 
encompassing ecclesial identity for Disciples.  
In what concerns the relationship of the church to its context, Disciples have 
historically exhibited a tangled attitude and approach, sometimes taking cultural values 
for granted and other times engaging them heartily. A sample of the first would be the 
denomination’s identity in relationship to the reigning cultural ideals of the United States; 
the Christians and the Disciples were a good fit for the new nation, effortlessly sharing its 
beliefs in freedom, “the one in the many,” and democratic forms of practice, 
                                                
24Paul A. Crow, Jr. and James O. Duke, eds., The Church for Disciples of Christ: Seeking to be 
Truly Church Today, (Commission on Theology, Council on Christian Unity, Christian Church (Disciples 
of Christ), 1998), 9. They identify three dominant conceptions of church over time for Disciples: “Citizens 
of the Kingdom, the Brotherhood, and Covenant Community.” Later in the report, they highlight further 
biblical images: “The People of God, The Body of Christ, and The Community of the Holy Spirit.” 
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commonalities that contributed to the assessment that this first indigenous 
denominational group was a very “American” one.25  
Another sample would be Disciples identity in relationship to race and indigenous 
populations.26 This church group blindly cooperated with Manifest Destiny.27 It also did 
not officially take sides against slavery in the Civil War, which enabled the 
“Brotherhood” to stay together over the course of the war, but did not address the second-
class status of its African-American membership. It did not escape ecclesial division 
either, because the residual cultural and theological differences between North and South 
contributed later to the departure in 1906 of the Churches of Christ (non-instrumental).28   
                                                
25Winfred Ernest Garrison, Religion Follows the Frontier: A History of the Disciples of Christ 
(New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1931), preface, ix. See also Jha, Room at the Table, 96, where 
she argues that the founders “denied the social context into which the Disciples movement was birthed.” 
 
26Membership among the Disciples in the United States was majority white, of European descent, 
and shaped by rural or small town mores until later, when urban centers also sprung up and into influence. 
Notably, African American members were on the member rolls of Campbell’s and Stone’s original 
congregations, and the Colored Christian Church was instituted in 1834. The first Spanish-language 
Christian Church began in 1899, followed by the first Asian mission in 1907. While labor among and with 
Native Americans was “weak,” and tribal people were displaced by the Oklahoma land grab (1893), which 
included parcels for Disciples church buildings, a mission among the Yakama was initiated in 1921, Jha, 
Room at the Table, 11, 28, 67, and Cummins, The Disciples, 175, 177. The dates for these “firsts” were 
taken from Jha’s timeline, Room at the Table, 99-101. 
 
27See Daisy L. Machado, Of Borders and Margins: Hispanic Disciples in Texas, 1888-1945 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 98, 105, and Pablo A. Jiménez, “Hispanics in the Movement,” in 
The Encyclopedia of the Stone-Campbell Movement, eds. Douglas A. Foster, Paul M. Blowers, Anthony L. 
Dunnavant, and D. Newell Williams (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2004), 395, states that the early 
movement “was shaped by the manifest destiny ideology, the myth that the frontier land was a ‘wilderness’ 
to be conquered and civilized.” 
 
28Cummins, identifies five differing interpretations about the “1906 rupture,” broadly grouped: the 
Civil War, instrumental music, missionary societies, second generation issues, and theology. He also notes: 
“the Civil War did not formally or institutionally divide the movement,” Cummins, The Disciples, 112-23. 
The thesis that division was tacitly due to post-war sectional differences is put forward by David Harrell in 
“The Sectional Origins of the Churches of Christ,” The Stone-Campbell Movement, eds. Michael Casey and 
Douglas Foster (Knoxville: Univ. of Tennessee, 2002) 69-84. 
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In spite of not wanting to become a denomination, Disciples had. In a third 
sample of taking context for granted, the Disciples embraced the ethos of the mainline 
Protestant establishment in the United States, and by the turn into the twentieth century 
was considered a legitimate member.29 Decades later, in 1968, when this body of 
believers decided to formally restructure itself, it did so along the prevailing bureaucratic 
paths of other denominations, at what turned out to be just the historical point in time at 
which institutions went out of favor and lost influence.30 A second group within its ranks, 
the Christian Churches/Churches of Christ (“Independents”), withdrew by 1971, 
dissenting largely over the Disciples’ expanding organizational structure.  
It was also during this time frame, by the late sixties of the twentieth century, that 
the Disciples exhibited the alternate side of its personality and became more disposed to 
take critical account of itself in relationship to the contemporary context. Like many other 
ecclesial groups in the United States, Disciples awakened a bit more to the negative 
legacy of racial and social inequities in the country and within the church, determining to 
right wrongs and institute programs of redress.31 More recently, contextual consciousness 
among the Disciples has also expanded in the direction of the “missional church” 
                                                
29Williams, ed. A Case Study of Mainstream Protestantism, x, chose 1880 as the Brotherhood’s 
entry into the mainline, when its core values were sufficiently mainstream for Disciples’ James Garfield to 
be elected President. 
 
30The distrust of institutions was felt keenly by the “Boomer” generation, negatively impacting 
their participation in organized religion, Roof, A Generation of Seekers, 41. See also Cummins, in The 
Disciples, 208, who suggests that the rationales in favor of Restructure (206-8) and in hopes of its success 
outweighed the “hostile anti-institutionalism in the nation at large.” 
 
31Jha, Room at the Table, 66-76. Jha gives details about specific action steps in this time period. 
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movement.32 Adopting the logic of a changing mission frontier contributed to Hamm’s 
2020 Vision document and the denomination’s efforts both to establish new 
congregations and to transform established ones.33 The Vision’s mandate to labor against 
racism and for racial reconciliation is also helping Disciples to live into a more multi-
colored and cultured identity, changing the face of the denomination.  
There are points of coherence between Disciples tradition on the nature of the 
church and the conclusions of Phase One. For one, the practical attention that the 
tradition gives to lived ecclesiology coheres with the descriptive data from these three 
congregations. Another alignment is the founding impetus of the Disciples reform 
movement to be church faithfully, along with the current 2020 Vision’s stated, though 
muted aim to become a “faithful, growing church.”34 Phase One has determined that this 
ecclesiological push, even under collective awareness, has been the operating aim during 
the transformation efforts within these three congregations as they evolved from “church 
for us” to “church for witness.” A third point of coherence is that both Disciples tradition 
and the case study congregations have changed and grown out of a-contextualism into 
more conscious and missional engagement with the surrounding cultural context. 
The descriptive phase arguments also challenge the Disciples to become more 
ecclesiologically aware and active than they have been, to dig into the nature of the 
                                                
32A fuller description of this movement and its literature is provided in chapter one.  
 
33Hamm, 2020 Vision, 6, builds on the recognition of this shift of mission field to North America 
and proposes the transition from parish churches to “mission stations.” 
 
34This guiding document also consciously orders “faithful” before “growing,” Dr. Hamm 
advancing that faithfulness is first and that growth is not numerical alone, 2020 Vision, 110, 119-20. The 
three case study congregations followed this same prioritization during their transformations. 
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church and its relationship to the world, to incorporate this topic into their formal 
preparation of pastoral leaders, and to fully ‘own’ the vision of “faithful church” as the 
aim of its transformation efforts. Crafting a definition of congregational transformation 
through the dialogue with theological sources in this chapter should help meet the 
challenges named just above. Moreover, the argument of Phase One that a faithful church 
is a witnessing church, not just to itself but to a greater reality, challenges Disciples 
tradition to excavate its biblical and historical roots for more answers along these lines, 
the focus of pertinent question numbers one and two. 
 
Leadership 
 
 Church leadership has been a prominent concern in Disciples history, and this 
denominational group largely derives its theology of ministry from the biblical record, 
particularly the New Testament. In company with the Protestant tradition of “the 
priesthood of all believers,” Disciples hold that, by virtue of their baptisms, all Christians 
are gifted, called, and sent into Christ’s ministry.35 Indeed, as mentioned earlier, the 
ministry of all believers has been named as one of its five strands of “DNA” identity. 
Said differently, Disciples contend that ministry belongs to the whole people of God – the 
“laos” – and then, within the laos, that there is an order of ministry of those set apart to 
equip this people to fulfill their vocation.36  
                                                
35Among other documents and summaries, see The Design, paragraph 85, and “Theological 
Foundations and Policies and Criteria for the Ordering of Ministry of the Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ),” 4-5. 
 
36“Policies and Criteria,” 5. 
 
 
 
255 
The Disciples’ understanding and practice regarding this order of ministry has 
been diverse from its beginning and has evolved over time and circumstance. Barton 
Stone wrote of bishops, elders, pastors, and evangelists as the appropriate synthesis of 
biblical teaching on church leadership, and Alexander Campbell, very suspicious of 
clericalism, did, nevertheless, promote a three-fold order: bishops (elders) for oversight, 
deacons for service, and evangelists for proclamation. Taking account of its beginnings, 
and influenced by the needs of the changing context, as well as the developing 
ecumenical consensus of the 1980s, the Disciples recently revised their “Theological 
Foundations and Policies and Criteria of the Ordering of Ministry of the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ).” This document reinforces baptism as ordination into ministry for 
all believers, and then recognizes a two-fold order of ministry: (1) a commissioned 
ministry for particular places and designated time frames, and (2) an ordained ministry 
that leads the church’s life and witness in service, proclamation, and oversight.37  
 The leadership foundations laid out here signify that the ideal relationship 
between the laity and clergy is one of partnership – a shared, servant leadership for the 
church. Supported by its congregational polity, lay congregational leaders – elders, 
deacons, and elected officers – are entrusted with both weighty and quotidienne decision-
making. At the denominational level, quotas for lay and clergy respresentatives also 
insure that laity will be at least half to two-thirds of the voters.38 Though at times, and at 
certain locales, such as Cityside Christian Church, tension arises between the laity and 
                                                
37“Policies and Criteria,” 5, 10-5. 
 
38The Design, Paragraphs 56 and 79. 
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clergy over roles and responsibilities,39 in the main, Disciples congregations dance their 
ideal of a “mutually dependent, mutually complementary, and mutually enriching” 
leadership relationship, with “no different status or worth.”40  
At the same time, studies have shown that an unfortunate “gulf” between 
ministers and the members in their pews in regard to theological education and reflection 
has developed over the generations.41 Apparently, despite their high view of the laity, 
Disciples clergy have tended not to share the treasures of their theological education with 
lay leaders, knowledge and tools that could help them foster a more mature faith and 
what has been called “intrinsic religiosity:” the ability to attest to a strong sense of God’s 
presence and to the importance of religion in answering deep questions of meaning.42 
This current state of affairs is a contradiction to Campbell’s commitment to and energy 
for the education of laity and clergy, and it doesn’t honor the aim of the movement’s 
herculean establishment of colleges and seminaries in the 19th century, which was to 
fulfill the need for leader development and the education of Christians unto faithfulness. 
It has also been acknowledged that, as much as the complementarity of laity and clergy is 
                                                
39Among others, Michael Kinnamon and Jan Linn, Disciples: Reclaiming Our Identity, Reforming 
Our Practice, (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2009), 113-4, and “A Word to the Church on the Lord’s Supper 
(1991), 97-8, mention the tensions. 
 
40Commission on Theology, Council on Christian Unity, Christian Church (Disciples of 
Christ),“A Word to the Church on Ministry (1985),” 66. 
 
41Williams, A Case Study, 14, cites six factors: (1) Disciples’ indifference toward theology, (2) 
democratic polity of the Disciples, (3) gulf between college and seminary educators, pastors, and 
denominational leaders, (4) quality of Disciples preaching, (5) character of Disciples congregational 
education, and (6) limited influence of Disciples-related higher education.  
 
42Walter R. Schumm, Ruth C. Hatch, Jon Hevelone, and Kimberly R. Schumm, “Attrition and 
Retention among Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) Congregations in Three Metropolitan Regions: A 
Mail Survey of 1,149 Active and Inactive Members,” in Williams, A Case Study, 18, 535-6, 543, 551-3. 
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theologically sound and is practiced in Disciples circles, the ideal requires that the 
ordained, as “teachers of the faith,”43 step up to equip lay leaders, because “good clergy 
leadership . . . holds the key to evoking the ministry of the laity”44 
In 1964, the Brotherhood’s convention officially set the educational bar for 
ordination as a graduate theological degree, but Disciples have since recognized that 
there have been defacto alternate educational tracks for pastoral ministry all along,45 and 
that there are cultural, economic, theological, and institutional challenges with which to 
contend in the 21st century for the adequate formation of clergy, two of which are the 
need for more educational opportunities for ministerial candidates of color, and more 
ecclesiological education on the substance of covenant and the aims of Restructure.46 It 
was in response to multiple pressures such as these that Disciples revised their policies 
and criteria in 2011, establishing two educational tracks to ordination and naming sixteen 
competencies that candidates for ordination must master.47  
Two additional threads weave through Disciples tradition in regard to leadership: 
(1) It must be flexible and willing to change in order to minister faithfully in the present 
context of the world that God loves, requiring ministers to become 
                                                
43Two works that argue for clergy to be “teachers of the faith” again, are Kinnamon and Linn, 
Disciples: Reclaiming Our Identity, 106, 118, and Williams, A Case Study, 570-3. 
 
44Kinnamon and Linn, Disciples: Reclaiming Our Identity, 115. 
 
45“Policies and Criteria,” 8-9. 
 
46On the need to proactively train pastors of other-than-Anglo groups, see Machado, Of Borders 
and Margins, 93, and on covenant ecclesiology, see Cummins, The Disciples, 221-2. 
 
47The Policies and Criteria for the Ordering of Ministry currently allow for two educational tracks, 
“Apprentice” and “Seminary,” toward competency in the sixteen areas of ministerial practice, 19-21. 
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“transformationalists;”48 and (2) human ecclesial leadership must be anchored spiritually, 
subordinate to and dependent upon divine leadership. The Design and “Policies and 
Criteria” concur that the mission upon which the whole people of God is sent is God’s 
and the ministry in which the church is engaged is Christ’s, under his authority and 
judgment, with the Preamble of The Design declaring: “we yield ourselves to God” 
“whose kingdom has no end.”49  
 Two major points of coherence emerge between Disciples tradition as presented 
above and the descriptive findings of this research project. In the first place, the case 
study interviewees revealed five themes of leadership common to their congregations’ 
respective journeys of transformation, and all five of these themes resonate with the 
Disciples theopraxis of ministry and leadership.50 In other words, these transforming 
congregations demonstrated a closeness to their Disciples’ heritage and identity at the 
same time that they were transitioning from an ecclesial identity of “church for us” to 
“church for witness.” In the second place, the three arguments put forward at the end of 
chapter six call for more attention to and improvements in the preparation of clergy 
leaders in the areas of ecclesiology, spirituality, transformational leadership, and the 
                                                
48On flexibility and responsiveness to today’s context, see particularly The Design, Paragraphs 1-4 
and 86. On clergy as “transformationalists” who can lead change, see Kinnamon and Linn, Disciples: 
Reclaiming Our Identity, 121-4, and Hamm, 2020 Vision, Chapter 6, who describes the compelling need 
for laity and clergy leaders to be “change agents,” as well as Hamm, Recreating the Church, Part III, on 
leading a journey of transformation. 
 
49See especially the Preamble to The Design and Paragraphs 1-2, 11, and 86, plus “Policies and 
Criteria,” 4-5, 8, 12. 
 
50(1) The need for strong pastoral leadership, (2) the need for strong lay leadership, (3) the need to 
educate members and develop leaders that grow in faith and discipleship, (4) the need for clergy and laity 
to work together cooperatively, and (5) the need for leaders to nurture a relationship with God/the Divine as 
the ultimate leader. 
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ability to educate the laity and develop their leadership gifts, all areas that other Disciples 
voices have also identified as urgent.51  
 Given this urgency, the data and conclusions from the descriptive phase challenge 
the denomination in at least two ways. First of all, since the three clergypersons of the 
case study congregations found their ways to the education they needed to successfully 
shepherd the monumental change of their congregations into “faithful church,” it 
behooves the denomination to study their pastoral formation and continuing education 
paths and ascertain how these fashioned them into the astute leaders that this dance 
requires. Secondly, since Phase One determined that the passage into a “church for 
witness” identity demands lay, clergy, and divine leadership in cooperation and 
communion with each other, and concluded that ultimately, God facilitates and leads 
authentic congregational transformation, Disciples are challenged to integrate this 
theology into practice, a goal that should be expedited by the answer to pertinent question 
number three, and eventually outlined in Phase Three of this research study. 
 
The Contribution of Biblical Texts to the 
Pertinent Research Questions 
 
Isaiah 43-44 
 
The Disciples’ effort to transform one thousand congregations appeals over and 
over again to a first testament text and verse: Isaiah 43:19 – “I am about to do a new 
thing; now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?” Leaders seem to invoke this verse for 
at least three reasons: (1) to grant permission for change, because even God makes 
                                                
51Among them is The 2020 Vision priority of leadership development. 
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changes from what has been, (2) to imply that the changes the congregational leaders are 
calling for come not only from them, but from God, and (3) to encourage members to pay 
attention and participate in the new, as now is its right time. 
Scholars identify multiple time periods at play in Deutero Isaiah (Chapters 40-55), 
among them, the situations in which these oracles may have actually been delivered,52 the 
points when they were written down,53 and the junctures at which manuscripts were 
compiled and redacted, including the decision to attach them to First Isaiah. Beyond these 
historical layers, there is also the development across time of the book of Isaiah’s 
canonical significance to the people Israel, and next, its place in the church’s canon and 
tradition.54 Deutero Isaiah’s likely historical setting in the sixth century BCE, near the 
end of Jewish exile in Babylon, or soon thereafter, is the hermeneutical layer that most 
immediately intersects with congregational transformation. 
 
Themes relevant to the research questions 
 
The prophet’s first theological claim is that the one and only true God, in loving 
solidarity with Israel in its time of trial and trouble, is doing a “new thing” on its behalf 
                                                
52Christopher R. Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. VI (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2001), 316, 321, cautions that references in this book to Israel’s dislocation is not proof 
that such oracles were delivered during this historic period, and he concludes that they were probably not 
“distinct, public oracles.” 
 
53Ibid., 319-21. Seitz argues for a single author, supplemented by a group of followers that spread 
the materials further, one who was aware of the prophet Isaiah of Jerusalem’s (First Isaiah) oracles, and a 
group for whom part of their intention was to present this material “as the extension of the vision of 
Isaiah.” 
 
54Ibid., 314 Seitz indicates that currently scholars are interested in the unity of and the canonical 
intention of the book of Isaiah. Walter Brueggemann, “Unity and Dynamic in the Isaiah Tradition,” Journal 
for the Study of the Old Testament, (June 1984): 89-108, also references the new “canon criticism” by 
Brevard Childs and Ronald Clements. 
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and for its redemption. Protestant mainline congregations and denominations, in their 
disestablishment and decline, easily tune into the bad news of prolonged exile and the 
good news of restoration that is announced here.55 Isaiah 40-55 captures the oppression, 
confusion, and despair, along with the longing for liberation and the ache for “home” of 
both time periods. While in “exile” the captives may resist the changes around them, but 
often choose instead to blindly settle in, accommodate to other gods, turn in upon 
themselves in guilt and shame, blame God, or question God’s love and power on the 
world stage. However, on both its historical and canonical dimensions, chapters 43-44 
declare the good news that, against all odds, the people’s rescue at the hands of the 
sovereign God is coming. Employing a mixture of literary forms: oracles of salvation, 
calls to confession, diatribes against idols, and even hymns of praise – textual materials 
are interspersed with trial speeches in this passage to create the environment of a 
“courtroom” – the prophet’s voice meets these audiences with a style of presentation that 
renders these oppressed readers more receptive and the good news more realistic.56  
The ultimacy of God is underlined in this passage. The prophet, in line with the 
prohibition in the Decalogue to “have no other gods before me,” offers the intense 
reminder to Israel that God alone is their king, a conviction that long delayed it 
developing a settled, human monarchy. This is the only monarch and deity who deserves 
their total reverence and devotion. Israel’s God is somehow even able to enlist a willing 
general from the north (one who does not know God) (41:25, 45:1, 4-5) in order to bring 
                                                
55Martin B. Copenhaver, Anthony B. Robinson, and William H. Willimon, Good News in Exile 
(Grand Rapids: Wiliam B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999), 2-3. 
 
56Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah,” 348. 
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these divine purposes to fruition. Furthermore, God alone is the worthy referent to size up 
the people, and the one, then, who “blots out their transgressions” (43:25, 44:22). So why 
would this God do all this for Israel or for congregations trapped in decline? The prophet 
answers: for God’s own sake (43:25) and “because you are precious in my sight, and 
honored, and I love you” (43:4). 
Within this claim, Second Isaiah subtly but clearly overturns the prevailing 
notions of patriarchal sovereignty,57 portraying a divine dominion that carries powerful 
counter-cultural and counter-intuitive dimensions. Israel’s God is unlike the expectations 
of the world; this God does not exercise leadership by control and coercion, yet remains 
universally influential. Their God even allows them to put God on trial (41:21). This is 
also a deity who experiences suffering58 and rules by “a creative word event”59 that 
                                                
57There are many definitions of patriarchy. A few stand out for their comprehensiveness: Donald 
K. McKim, Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 
1996), 204: “The male authority system that oppresses and subordinates women through social, political, 
and economic institutions and practices;” Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 61: “not only the subordination of 
females to males, but the whole structure of Father-ruled society;” and Carol P. Christ, “Patriarchy as a 
System of Male Dominance Created at the Intersection of the Control of Women, Private Property, and 
War, Part 3,” her blog of March 4, 2013, http://www.feminism and religion.com, [accessed 11 Mar 2013]: 
“an integral system of interlocking oppressions, enforced through violence, and legitimated by religions.” 
These definitions all point to the kind of leadership and use of power that the world has experienced as 
given and ‘normal’ – the way that reality is ‘naturally ordered.’ Because this patriarchal understanding of 
authority is ubiquitous and because it serves the powers that be, patriarchy is easily, though wrongly, 
inscribed as the divine order of things, and the marks of patriarchy are directly conferred upon the being 
and leadership of the Divine. The features, then, of a “patriarchal sovereignty,” as I have termed it, include 
more than the demeaning and domination of women, as deeply engrained and disturbing as this is. Such a 
sovereignty seeks to control and exert power over all types of peoples deemed to be lesser and inferior or 
threatening to the end of the achievement and maintenance of its own power and control. Patriarchal 
sovereignty structures human community into hierarchies of status and oppression, a binding, repressing 
matrix of the status quo that reinforces itself as people inhabit it and preserve the primacy of the patriarch. 
As an alternative, Ruether, Sexism and God –Talk, 64, employs language of the “liberating sovereign.”  
  
58I allude here to the Suffering Servant passages further along in the book of Isaiah, which are 
canonically presaged by the use of the term “servant” throughout Isaiah, a term whose object shifts so that 
it is not always clear whether the author intends Israel, Cyrus, the Messiah, the prophet, possibly even God, 
or all these at once to be the “Servant.” Seitz, 317, speaks of the difficulty of interpretation of this word. 
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effects the continuation of community and aims to bless all the nations with instruction 
(“tora”) and justice (“mispat”).60 In this courtroom, then, the gods of the other nations are 
found to be nothing, mere mute idols of wood that actually deprive life of meaning (44:9-
20),61 and their silence at the trial speaks for Yahweh as the only, true, and universal God, 
the ruler of history. The prophet underscores that the same God who created, called, 
formed, freed, and led this “confederation” of liberated slaves,62 eventually established 
them, later judged63 this people, and is still active, presently making a way for them to 
return to Zion. Indeed, they can trust this dramatic turn of events, which is a break with 
the “former things” (42:9, 43:18-19) and the beginning of the “new thing,” because God 
is the guarantor. They are not to fear (43:5, 44:8), but to celebrate with singing (44:23), 
because things are going to change and they will be alive again. (44:3-4)  
The second theological claim by Second Isaiah is that the vocation of the people 
of God (and the church) is witness. Repeatedly, God commissions them with the words: 
                                                                                                                                            
59Millard C. Lind, “Monotheism, Power, and Justice: A Study in Isaiah 40-55, Catholic Biblical 
Quarterly (July 1984): 432-46, argues Isaiah’s political concept of the kingdom of Yahweh is one of “tora-
justice,” and subverts “the politics that tries to control by coercion,” because this “is ineffective in terms of 
the continuity of community and that the ‘gods’ of such communities are therefore not really divine” (435). 
 
60Seitz, 363, echoes Lind that Israel’s task is to bring forth these two ideals for which the 
coastlands wait. 
 
61Ibid., 386-7. Seitz astutely observes that this section on idols describes a “crazy cycle of ongoing 
depletion,” which contrasts with the good water and the nourished willows that are Israel restored (44:4). 
 
62Ruether refers to the tribe of Israel as a confederation of liberated slaves in Sexism and God-
Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: Beacon Press, 1983,1993), 62, drawing upon Norman 
Gottwald’s study, The Tribes of Yahweh: A Sociology of the Religion of Liberated Israel, 1250-1050 B.C. 
(Marykoll: Orbis Press, 1979), pp. 210-19, 489-587, 692-709. 
 
63Seitz, 376, notes the connection to multiple instantiations of “former things,” favoring this as a 
reference back to Abraham and Sarah’s call, while acknowledging the elements of exodus that Westermann 
proposes due to other allusions in the verses, Claus Westermann, “Isaiah 40-66, a commentary. OTL.” 
Trans. David M G Stalker (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1969), 117. 
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“You are my witnesses” (43:10, 12, 21b, 44:8). The Hebrew word here is “ed” and the 
Septuagint Greek is “martys.” The word “edhah,” that carries the same root, is one of the 
words employed for the assembled people of Israel, which suggests that the Hebrew term 
“edhah” could be interpreted as  “the company of witnesses.”64  
It was well known within Israel’s tradition that no one should bear false witness, 
so the readers of these verses would have deduced that their job was to witness reliably to 
what they had seen, heard, and experienced in relationship to this sovereign God. More 
specifically, they were called to testify to the “former things,” a phrase that invokes 
Abraham’s call, the Exodus, and the judgment of exile in First Isaiah, and, especially at 
this point in their history, the good news of redemption from exile. The prophet, however, 
must remind God’s people of those “former things,” because paradoxically, this company 
of eyewitnesses had become blind and deaf to God’s loving activity, and were not 
fulfilling this, their prescribed testimonial purpose (42:18-20, 43:8).65  
Therefore, the people of God had to again become witnesses to God’s redemption. 
To this end, Isaiah makes a third theological claim: when they return (the Hebrew word 
“shuwb,” 44:22) to Yahweh, God will forgive them, and through this process they will 
become witnesses to God’s new thing – to God’s gospel activity du jour – to the reign of 
God happening in the present. This text then, opened anew by the church, serves as 
background to and opportunity for it to discover a purpose larger than itself, greater than 
                                                
64H.G. May, “Witness,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1962), 864, and M.H. Pope, “Congregation, Assembly,” ibid., 668. 
 
65Seitz, The Book of Isaiah, 364, 8, 70-71, puts it well that they are a “complex admixture of 
beloved and blind,” but now (43:1), they are going to change with judgment, confession, and forgiveness. 
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that of “church for us,” something to be and do that is even better news than going home 
to Zion: the elegant purpose of being God’s witnesses before all the nations.66 
 
Acts 1:1-14 
 
The prophet Isaiah is a prominent interlocutor for the author of Luke-Acts,67 a 
source that helped the early church to interpret Jesus, itself, and its relationship to 
Judaism. Luke’s search of the scriptures, particularly Isaiah, Deuteronomy, and Genesis, 
led him to interpret the life, ministry, death, and resurrection of Jesus as the next “new 
thing” that God was doing for the blessing of all the nations.68 The author figured that 
Jesus could not be understood, especially his rejection,69 without benefit of this 
background, and Isaiah helped the church see itself as the continuation of Jesus’ 
                                                
66Ibid., 364: “Thus the return from Babylonian Exile is not just for Israel herself but for the 
nations ultimately.” 
 
67James A Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,” Interpretation (Ap 1982): 144. “Isaiah is alluded to, or 
otherwise appears in the New Testament more than any other Old Testament book:” fifty-nine references 
from sixty-three chapters of Isaiah in twenty-three New Testament books, thirty-nine in Acts. The 
implication is that “to understand what God was doing in Christ, one has to know scripture, and especially 
the book of Isaiah.” 
 
68Seitz, “The Book of Isaiah,” 382; Robert W. Wall, “The Acts of the Apostles,” The New 
Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. 10 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 18, 42, 46; Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,” 145. 
  
69Wall, “The Acts,” 10-1, 46, concludes that there was a “theological crisis” behind Acts: Since 
Israel is divided on Jesus, with many rejecting him, does this undo God’s promise to restore Israel? “Luke 
is resigned to only a remnant of Israel accepting the gospel in Jesus Christ, and that the restoration of Israel 
has “already been realized in the church’s mission to the entire household of Israel,” with Gentiles grafted 
in. “The Gentile mission is not the result of Jewish rejection. It is God’s idea from the very beginning.” 
Also, Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,” 145, points out the early church’s search of the scriptures to understand 
both why Christ suffered the death of a common criminal and why his own people rejected him. David L. 
Tiede, “Acts 1:6-8 and the Theo-Political Claims of Christian Witness,” Word and World 1:1 (Dec 1981): 
46, 50 underlines that Luke is intent to demonstrate God’s faithfulness to God’s people; this is the witness 
the church is bearing. Beverly Gaventa, Acts (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003), 33, emphasizes, to the 
critique that this may render Christ subordinate, the meaning that Jesus is God’s means of fulfilling 
promises to Israel.” 
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ministry70  -- the people of God going forward as harbingers of the good news of the on-
going reign of God.71 The church ultimately reasoned through this theological lens that 
Christians did not need to become Jews, but did need to be grounded in the story of Israel 
as the church reached out to the gentiles, and in contra-witness to the polytheism of its 
Greco-Roman context.72 So it is that, like Isaiah, the biblical content of Acts, as 
eloquently communicated by Beverly Gaventa, represents several time periods at once: 
(1) the layer of actual events, inaccessible to us, but recounted in its “historical location,” 
that is, the time and occasion upon which Luke-Acts was likely written, (2) the layer of 
its “canonical location,” referring to the liaison of Luke-Acts, its position among other 
Christian texts in the canon, and its relationship to the Hebrew scriptures, and (3) the 
dimension of its “ecclesial location,” the manner in which it serves the church, i.e. 
through the lectionary and in matters of church order.73  
                                                
70Leander Keck, “Listening To and Listening For: From Text to Sermon (Acts 1:8)” 
Interpretation 27, no. 2 (April 1973): 187. Wall, “The Acts,” 38: “The purpose of Acts is to tell a story that 
bids its living readers to continue what Christ began in their own time and hence to the end of history.” 
 
71Ronald J. Allen, Preaching Luke-Acts (St. Louis: Chalic, 2000), 35-69, makes the case for the 
continuity between and continuation of the reign of God/rule of God from Old through New Testaments. 
Bertram L. Melboune, “Acts 1:8 Re-Examined: Is Acts 8 its Fulfillment?” Journal of Religious Thought 
(Jan. 2005): 13-4, points out the strong journey motif in Luke that continues in Acts, related to the church’s 
witness. 
 
72Gaventa, Acts, 46, 51 emphasizes that Jesus “cannot be understood apart from Israel’s history.” 
At the same time, there is a difference between worshipping God and the gods of the surrounding culture; 
the church is to avoid syncretism. Wall, “The Acts,” 7, perceives that Luke is stressing the church’s Jewish 
roots, and that in order to be Christian, this includes their scriptures. 
  
73Gaventa, Acts, 49, provides these labels for the “locations.” 
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It is Luke-Acts’ historical and canonical locations, along with the general affinity 
Disciples have for the book of Acts,74 that probably resonated when in 2001 the 
denomination was sorting out its identity afresh and seeking to do mission in a 
dynamically different environment. Dr. Hamm enlisted Acts 1:1-14 (especially verse 8), 
the account of the commissioning of the disciples and the ascension of the risen Christ, as 
one of the biblical pillars for the denomination’s 2020 Vision. Acts 1, then, reinforces 
and advances some theological themes already outlined in Isaiah. 
 
Themes relevant to the research questions 
  
The first clause of the first theological claim from Isaiah, that God is the ultimate 
and universal One, strongly reverberates in Acts 1. The kingdom of God is the curriculum 
Jesus Christ employs to teach the fledgling church (1:3); the church is started on God’s 
initiative and sent on God’s mission. The disciples are also commanded to wait for the 
promise of the Father before they embark upon it (1:4), and when they wonder about 
when the kingdom of Israel will be restored, they are strongly reminded that the timing is 
God’s alone (1:6-7). In Acts, God is a free agent who acts on behalf of the world, seeing 
plans through to completion.75 
                                                
74Acts taps into the story of the early church, the era that the founding Disciples considered the 
normative standard against which the church ought to measure itself. Also see Boring, Disciples and the 
Bible, 70, 415, who conceives of Campbell’s canon within the canon in concentric circles, with Acts in the 
next-to-the-center ring. 
 
75Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,”155. Gaventa, Acts, 66. 
 
 
 
 
268 
The nature of God’s dominion is here also described as being unlike that of its 
earthly counterparts; it is the reign of God as Jesus embodied and taught it,76 thus not 
exercised in a hierarchical or patriarchal manner, in which power could be exploited to 
intimidate and control. Rather it is an eschatological yet present reality that often works 
in hidden, ordinary, and surprising ways,77 and through servant leadership. This unique 
style of sovereignty comes across as well in that sometimes the author points to Jesus 
leading the church, at other times the Holy Spirit is given credit, and at still others, it is 
God who directs the disciples.78 This way of writing supports a perichoretic interpretation 
                                                
76Excerpts of perspectives on Jesus’ portrayal of the reign of God: Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk, 
119-22, points out that Jesus’ version of the reign of God does not invoke the Davidic messianic hope, but 
“seems to express a radicalized view of the concept of a coming reign of God as a time of vindication of the 
poor and the oppressed,” in which the last are first and the first, last, and in which, as per his prayer, 
domination is overcome without revenge, daily needs are met, and harmony with God and each other is 
experienced; Stone, Evangelism After Christendom, 12, introduces Jesus’ proclamation of and summons to 
receive the reign of God as “a radically new order that comes to put a end to the age-old patterns of wealth 
and poverty, domination and subordination, insider and outsider that are deeply ingrained in the way we 
relate to one another on this planet;” Mortimer Arias, Announcing the Reign of God (Lima, OH: Academic 
Renewal Press, 1984), 4, connects Jesus’ gospel of the reign of God and its character to the proclamation of 
the Jubilee, which involved the cancellation of debts, the emancipation of slaves, and renewed access to the 
land; Suchocki, God Christ Church, 191, lists Jesus’ key attributes of the reign of God as: freedom of the 
forgiveness of sins, transformation of social and personal structures of existence, gracious inclusiveness 
toward all peoples and nations, and abundance of the natural world,” plus, “To live in anticipation of the 
reign of God is to be open to an unexpected mode of justice and love in society.” 
 
77Tiede, “Acts 1:6-8,” 41-3, writes that Acts co-opted the cultural titles of rule for God and Jesus 
Christ in order to reaffirm the ancient tradition that only God is king, and to critique the theo-political 
programs of its own age about dominion and coercion; thus the triumph of God’s purposes fulfilled in 
history is not “triumphalism.” Suchocki, God Christ Church, 186-7 writes of the “reversal of values” in 
which Jesus was totally engaged and that is revealed in his teachings on the reign of God. The “notion of 
kingship [was] not the coercive power of might, but the relational power of love of God and neighbor.” 
(190) The testimony in Philippians 2:6-8 (NRSV) concerning Christ comes to mind: “not regarding 
equality with God as something to be exploited.” 
 
78Gaventa, Acts, 39, and also Gaventa, “You Will Be My Witnesses: Aspects of Mission in the 
Acts of the Apostles,” Missiology: An International Review 10, no. 4 (1982): 414. William H. Willimon, 
Acts (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1988), 8, concurs. One example is found in Acts 4; it is the Holy Spirit 
acting in verse 8; Jesus is given credit for the healing in verse 10, and God is praised in verses 19-20. 
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of the trinity, because the three persons of the Godhead do not vie for first place or 
compete for attention, but “dance” with each other and with the church in mission. 79  
The additional dimensions of God’s ultimacy in the oracles of Isaiah, that is, 
divine solidarity in times of trouble and the good news of God’s intervention, are not in 
the forefront of Acts 1 proper. However, Jesus’ debilitating crucifixion and God’s 
reversal in raising Jesus from the dead are recorded in the preparatory gospel of Luke, 
serving as the immediate good news backdrop to the commissioning of the company of 
disciples and their impetus for witness. 
So it is that Acts 1:1-14 supports Isaiah’s second theological claim; the ecclesial 
vocation is one of witness, the Greek word being “martys.” According to Suzanne 
DeDietrich’s study, like the Hebrew forerunner “ed,” the original etymological stage of 
“martys” pointed to the one who gives a certifiable account of events. Then, as a second 
stage of meaning, by the time of Plato, the word included matters of truth and faith, 
becoming “an expression of personal conviction.” The third stage indicated belief in the 
apostle’s testimony of Jesus as Lord and Savior. Still later, during the persecution of the 
church, as a fourth stage, a witness was also “one who seals his or her confession of the 
faith by martyrdom/death,” eventually known directly as a “martyr.”80 The use of the 
                                                
79Perichoresis is the concept of the mutual inter-penetration of the three persons of the trinity in 
their social relationship, that is drawn from the Cappadocian Fathers, Gregory of Nazianzus, and John of 
Damascus. Several contemporary scholars explore this anew, among them: C. Baxter Kruger, Catherine 
Mowry LaCugna, Jurgen Moltmann, Miroslav Volf, John Zizioulas, and Karen Baker-Fletcher. An oft-
cited biblical text is John 17:21 (NRSV): “As you, Father, are in me and I am in you, may they also be in 
us.” I am not using “dance” here to directly and philologically connect perichoresis, trinity, and “dance,” 
although some have noted similar roots in Greek, but to carry through my research observations of the 
“dances” of the three case-study congregations. 
 
80Suzanne De Dietrich, “You are my witnesses: “A Study of the Church’s Witness,” 
Interpretation:A Journal of Bible and Theology, 8, no. 3 (July 1954): 273, 275. 
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term in Luke-Acts had not reached stage four and did not automatically or primarily point 
to death, unless one were to make the case that being Jesus’ witnesses always implies the 
possibility of sharing his fate. The context of “martys” here also precludes any modern 
connotation of a lone individual; these witnesses comprised a company/ekklesia of 
conviction and practice, commissioned to bear witness to what it sees, hears, and 
experiences of God’s love in action, especially as this has occurred in Jesus Christ. 
Thus, when Jesus says to them in Acts: “You shall be my witnesses,” (1:8) the 
phrase is laden with significance. The author of Luke/Acts was concerned to paint a 
complete portrait of Jesus for the reader, and then to connect the church to him, so there 
is emphasis upon the “my.” Additionally, Luke often employed phrases verbatim from 
the Septuagint (Isaiah 43:10) in order to insert their original punch into this contemporary 
communication, therefore, conveying by this phrase that they are God’s witnesses too, 
especially given that the gospel that Jesus proclaimed and embodied was the gospel of 
God’s reign.81 That the commission points to both God and Jesus at the same time, once 
again lends support to a less competitive and more relational, and flexible Godhead, so 
that “my witnesses” encompasses: (1) bearing witness to that which Jesus bore witness, 
                                                                                                                                            
 
81See Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,”146, 149, on the point about the Septuagint and Luke. Concerning 
the scholarly consensus that Jesus taught and lived the reign of God: Arias, Announcing the Reign of God, 
preface, footnotes the “eight decades of scholarship” on the topic of the kingdom of God as Jesus’ 
kerygma, with the following authors: Norman Perrin, The Kingdom of God in the Teaching of Jesus 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1963); George Eldon Ladd, Jesus and the Kingdom: The Eschatology of 
Biblical Realism (New York: Harper & Row, 1964); Herman N. Ridderbos, The Coming of the Kingdom 
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1962); and Georgia Harkness, Understanding 
the Kingdom of God (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974). See also Sherman E. Johnson, The Gospel 
According to St. Mark (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1960), 204, O.E. Evans, “Kingdom of 
God,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 20, and for more recent 
treatments, Suchocki, God Christ Church, 184, Stone, Evangelism After Christendom, 76, Guder, Missional 
Church, 88-89, and Bosch, Transforming Mission, 31. 
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that is, the reign of God, (2) bearing witness to him and what God was doing in him, (3) 
bearing witness in him/God/Holy Spirit, and (4) the ministry that is done in his name.  
The third theological claim in Isaiah about becoming witnesses is reprised here in 
Acts, especially as verse eight is in the future tense, not the present tense of the prophet. 
This language choice suggests both the probability that the church will resist and/or be 
imperfect in its vocation of witness,82 and the hope that the church will ultimately 
develop into the full stature of the body of Christ. In other words, the statement in verse 
eight is uttered as a promise, not a command,83 a promise predicated on the power of the 
Holy Spirit, because the church is in process of becoming witnesses and must apprentice. 
Consequently, the risen Christ prepared the disciples through scriptural education, though 
Luke compresses this into intermittent segments on the evening of the resurrection 
(24:13-53) and Acts says that this was a forty day intensive on the kingdom of God (Acts 
1:3). Both accounts remember the explicit instruction to these followers to stay in 
Jerusalem until “clothed” or “baptized” with the Holy Spirit (Luke 24:49 and Acts 1:4-5), 
this return to Jerusalem serving as the assembly’s “first post-ascension mission trip.”84 
Following the practice of Jesus, then, “These all were persisting together to 
prayer”85 in their upper room incubator (Acts 1:14). In this communion, they were 
learning how to want what God wants and do what God desires (1:4), a kind of 
                                                
82Gaventa, Acts, 38, calls resistance to God/Jesus Christ/Holy Spirit a “sub-motif” of Acts. 
 
83Gaventa, “You Will Be My Witnesses,” 416. The verb is indicative, not imperative. 
 
84Wall, “The Acts,” 38. 
 
85Gaventa, Acts, 68, submits “together” as the literal translation of the Greek homothymadon, and 
“to prayer,” so that togetherness alone not be taken as the end. 
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preparation that the case study congregations labeled “readiness work” or “capacity 
building.” The delay is not intended to convey that God/Jesus Christ is withholding the 
Holy Spirit from this novice group in order to test its obedience, or until it finally gets it 
right, or to show it who is boss. Rather, there is something intrinsic to the disciples being 
in relationship, practicing koinonia, waiting and praying together as the church – 
perichoretically dancing, if you will – that creates hospitality for the Holy Spirit to both 
emerge from and rush in.  
The role of the Holy Spirit is to provide “dynamis” 86 as well – the enabling power 
to do what is called for, and to pace the church through the seasons of boldness and 
adversity in God’s unfolding mission. This study found that the three transforming 
congregations also called upon God for guidance (one of the twelve changed areas of 
changed congregational life) and sought not to overstep their bounds by trying to control 
the outcome of their witness, which of course is a point of tension in a dance. Pastor 
Curtis at Cityside shared out of his hard-earned experience there that the church does well 
to wait on the Holy Spirit, for it will provide “unction,” that is, pave the way for and 
point to individuals and opportunities for successful missional engagement within the 
surrounding community, as was the case in Acts as the church witnessed to the reign of 
God through its public speech, healing, teaching, just community life and economic 
                                                
86Wall, “The Acts,” 42, points out that “dynamis” is not political power, but competency; 
Willimon, Acts, 21, agrees, noting as well that this power is more than knowledge, because even after forty 
days of instruction from Jesus himself is not sufficient in accomplishing the mission. Gaventa, “You Will 
Be My Witnesses,” 419, draws “boldness and adversity” out as a pattern within Acts, also emphasizing that 
the term “parresia” for boldness, for which the church prayed, evokes the political right of citizens to speak 
up, in spite of the reaction. 
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sharing, and expressions of joy and thanksgiving.87 In its “theocentric hermeneutic,”88 
Acts underscores that it is God sending and directing the mission of these witnesses, 
sometimes in spite of the church, so that even trouble and death advance the missio Dei.89 
 
Revelation 1-3 
 
It is curious that this scripture reference surfaced in interview, because Disciples 
as a whole have not demonstrated great interest in the book of Revelation. While the 
founders were expectant concerning Christ’s millennium rule, later Disciples have 
“tended to avoid [the book of Revelation] in preaching and teaching and publishing, as 
well as apocalypticism in general.”90 On the other hand, it makes sense that 
congregations in transformation would be drawn to texts that: (1) refer to congregations 
in all their variety of personality and location, (2) and portray Jesus speaking to these 
communities of faith, (3) in a time of upheaval and confusion, (4) telling them what they 
practically need to do in order to change and be faithful.  
                                                
87Wall, “The Acts,” 23, names these “resurrection practices,” which are economic, spiritual, 
religious, and social. Gaventa, Acts, 41, also sees these as examples of “bold witness to the world.” 
 
88Sanders, “Isaiah in Luke,” 145. Idea is also in Gaventa, Acts, 27, and Wall, “The Acts,”41. 
 
89Gaventa, Acts,” 54, Wall, “The Acts,” 45, Melboune, “Acts 1:8,” 8. Melboune points out that it 
was Stephen’s witness and death that pushed the believers out beyond Jerusalem and Saul’s campaign 
against the Christians that thrust Philip out into Judea and Samaria. Bosch, Transforming Mission, 10, 
defines missio Dei: “God’s self-revelation as the One who loves the world, God’s involvement in and with 
the world, and the nature and activity of God, which embraces both the church and the world, and in which 
the church is privileged to participate.” 
 
90Boring, Disciples and the Bible, 185. 
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There is much that is not known with certainty concerning the authorship, setting, 
and date of Revelation.91 Scholars think it could have been written anywhere from 41-117 
CE, and they are divided on who the author named “John” was.92 Its nature as 
apocalyptic literature adds to the mystery, for this kind of writing is “impressionistic.” 
Like evocative art and poetry, especially powerful when delivered orally, this style of 
writing carries an emotional punch, but defies straightforward interpretation. Apocalyptic 
materials, therefore, lend themselves to multiple and extremely varied, sometimes 
“bewildering” readings.93 The theological and social locations of readers contribute to the 
range of interpretation94 too, so that one end of the spectrum might take Revelation as a 
detailed codebook to predict future events, and the other as encouragement in particular 
circumstances of oppression. Within these divergent hermeneutical positions, one finds 
                                                
91Christopher C. Rowland, “The Book of Revelation,” The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol. XII 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), 509, 573. Eugene M. Boring, Revelation (Louisville: John Knox Press, 
1989), 10. G.B Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine, 2d ed. (London: A&C Black, 1984), 3. 
 
92Arthur W. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse: Interpreting the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1993), 12. 
 
93See Rowland, “The Book of Revelation,” 523, and the following on the mysterious nature of this 
genre: Boring, Revelation, 32, describes it as “impressionistic,” and from 5-6, that Revelation was a 
pastoral letter, written to be read aloud in worship. He also gives an extensive treatment of apocalyptic 
thought and language, pages 35-44, 51-9; Brian K. Blount, “Reading Revelation Today: Witness as Active 
Resistance,” Interpretation 54: Oct. 1, 2000, 399, indicates that apocalyptic language is “consciously 
poetic,” one of “resistance: used to survive and defy;” Rowland, “The Book of Revelation,” 504, describes 
apocalyptic as “enigmatic;” Caird, The Revelation, 2 and Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 15, echo the 
idea of confusing interpretations. 
 
94Brian K. Blount, Can I Get a Witness? Reading Revelation Through African American Culture 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), introduction, x, says he is using the field of “cultural 
studies,” with the premise that “culture frames, shapes reading, and supplies context to the material,” 2, so 
that “there is not one, objective, universal meaning that overrides another’s reading,” 6, and notes that his 
reading of Revelation is done “from below,” 18. He also points out in his introduction, ix, the “provocative 
correspondence [of Revelation] with the long-standing and long-suffering circumstances of the African 
American church.” Rowland, “The Book of Revelation,” 548-50, describes how liberationists have viewed 
the book and that it appeals to the oppressed minority in Latin America. 
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even further branching diversity. The feminist critique, for instance, decries the 
misogynous treatment of females in this book,95 while other liberation theologians 
respond favorably to its unapologetic judgment upon evil and the ultimate righting of 
injustice that it professes is coming.96 These two poles have led Catherine Keller to 
propose a third way to read Revelation: from a position of “counterapocalypse,” one that 
draws upon the strengths of apocalyptic literature in its exigency and transformative 
potential in order to overturn its own misogyny, violence, and binary dualism.97 
Despite the lingering questions about its setting in life, if Revelation was penned 
during the period of Domitian’s rule around the mid-nineties CE, the church at that time 
was not being singled out for persecution by the Empire, nor was trouble for the church 
yet widespread.98 However, by this time the Romans had developed an imperial cult with 
laws that provided that, if brought before the magistrates, Christians could be asked to 
swear an oath that “Caesar is Lord.” It had also only been thirty years before that Nero 
had persecuted Jews and Christians, a collective memory that would have fueled fears 
                                                
95Two scholars in this critique are Tina Pippin, Death and Desire: The Rhetoric of Gender in the 
Apocalypse of John (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), who proposes a “gynocritical” 
reading (16) revealing Revelation’s focus upon women as stereotypes, either “virgin” or “whore,” (22) with 
graphic portrayals of the violence done to them, and Catherine Keller, Apocalypse Now and Then: A 
Feminist Guide to the End of the World (Boston: Beacon Press, 1996), who objects to the general violence 
in the book and its binary constructions. 
  
96Allan A. Boesak, Comfort and Protest: The Apocalypse from a South African Perspective 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1987), 72, serves as just one example, arguing that God responds to the 
cries of God’s people with necessary justice, writing: “The oppressed do not see any dichotomy between 
God’s love and God’s justice.” 
 
97As described by Blount, Can I Get A Witness? 29. 
 
98Boring, Revelation, 15, 17, judges the date of Revelation to be the nineties, and deduces the low 
level of trouble. Blount, “Reading Revelation,” 403, specifies the cult and oath requirement, also (18) 
suggesting that most Christians “were not citizens of the empire,” thus vulnerable. 
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among Revelation’s readers, in their relative vulnerability, that such could arise again and 
with vigor at the whim of government leaders. 
Thus, I project that these early believers would have pressed John and his 
prophecy to answer two questions: (1) “If Jesus Christ is ‘Lord,’ how should we practice 
this reign in these times?”99 and (2) “Today when lesser rulers grasp after God’s power, 
even tormenting those who do not acknowledge their pretensions, if we are faithful can 
we trust God to be faithful?”100 John intends to communicate through this vision that the 
church should courageously hold fast to its faith and practice allegiance to the true 
Sovereign, even in the face of persecution, assured that God is faithful. 
 
Themes relevant to the research questions 
 
Like Isaiah and Acts before, Revelation proclaims the ultimacy of God. John’s 
prophecy sets Jesus Christ as “Lord,” against the claims of earthly monarchs, leaving no 
question that there is no other God than God, and no other dominion to which Christians 
are subject. In making his case, the author sees no inherent contradiction in “mingling” 
the definitive reign of God and Jesus as Lord.”101  
Revelation affirms in parallel that Jesus Christ is an unusual and counter-cultural 
type of “king.” Take for example, the opening christophany in chapter one, which gives 
                                                
99Boring, Revelation, 21f, discusses how difficult it would be to know the will of God in this 
situation, and lists some of their options: to quit, lie, fight, change the law, adjust, or die. 
 
100Boring, Revelation, 39. He points out that their question: “Is God faithful?” is quite different 
from the question others may ask of Revelation these days, i.e: “Will there be an end to the world?” 
 
101Rowland, “The Book of Revelation,” 562. Boring, Revelation, 65, argues that though John 
identifies this revelation as from or about Jesus Christ, that God is its “ultimate source.” Christ is “not a 
competitor or alternative to the one God, but we know God through Christ.” 
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authority and credence to John’s vision.102 It reinforces that this one speaking to the 
congregations is the Lord, the authentic ruler, but a kind of sovereign who governs by 
knowing (2:2, 3:18) and loving (1:5b, 3:9, 3:19) each of these communities of faith. 
Instead of being untouchable and distant, this leader is “in the midst of” (1:13) and 
“walks among” them (2:1). This one speaking to them is also a divinity that “knocks” 
instead of breaking down doors (3:20). Later sections of Revelation add to these points 
the audacious claim that this one who is to be praised in God’s throne room is the lamb 
that was slain (5:6). Admittedly, however, there are other places in his revelation that 
John describes God and the lamb exercising sovereignty by executing vengeance and 
violence toward the unrepentant.103  
As part and partial of God’s sovereignty, the theme of divine solidarity, including 
an announcement of salvation is reprised. Within its “historical location,”104 this book’s 
audience is not in exile, nor just coming out of the rollercoaster of Jesus’ crucifixion and 
resurrection, but John considers that the church of his time is on the verge of “the hour of 
trial that is coming.” (3:10) He gauged that the cultural climate of the Empire was heating 
up, and anticipated a conflagration of threats and/or violence. His initiating pastoral 
                                                
102Ibid., 85. He contends that these chapters ought not be interpreted apart from this christophany. 
 
103Rev. 6:16. Caird, The Revelation, 2, notes the “unchristian spirit” in this wrath. However, from 
the perspective of those that are the victims of systemic oppression, God’s rescue coming is considered 
more important. 
 
104A reference here again to one of the three “locations” that Gaventa, Acts, 49, finds in Luke-
Acts, this referring to the time and occasion upon which the biblical materials under consideration were 
actually written. 
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concern in writing was that congregations be “fit to face the coming crisis,”105 and in the 
face of this upheaval, John, comforted by the revelation that had been given to him, 
wanted to spread the incredible good news that Jesus Christ would be returning to rectify 
the situation on earth.106  
Revelation’s second theological claim, mirroring the two other biblical texts, is 
that witness is the church’s vocation. Here the meaning of the term “martys” is expanding 
along the etymological stages of DeDietrich.107 It not only refers to one who gives 
reliable courtroom testimony and to one who makes a statement of truth and faith. It also 
fully embraces the third stage: that a “witness” is one who confesses Jesus Christ as Lord 
and Savior, and at the probable writing of Revelation, the word “martys” is also just 
starting to imply one who gives one’s life for this belief, that is, a “martyr.”108  
John is, himself, described as a witness to the truth, and one who testifies to this 
vision (1:1-2), and twice in these chapters, Jesus is called “the faithful witness,” (1:5, 
3:14) the exemplar for these congregations. Also, as important as an individual martyr 
                                                
105Caird, The Revelation, 27. Boring, Revelation, 10, supports the same idea. 
 
106Boring, Revelation, 17 points out that if Revelation is to be set in the mid-nineties, no 
systematic persecution actually happened during John’s lifetime nor that of his readers, because after 
Domitian died, the cult of emperor worship was relaxed. 
 
107De Dietrich, “You are My Witnesses,” 273, 275. 
 
108See Boring, Revelation, 76, and Allison A. Trites, “Martys and Martyrdom in the Apocalypse: 
A Semantic Study,” Novum Testamentum, 15 (1973): 72-77, who identifies five stages to the development 
of meaning for the term “martys” into “one who dies for the faith:” (1) a witness in a court of law with no 
expectation of death, (2) testimony in court with death as the penalty for this witness, (3) death is regarded 
as part of the witness, (4) mostly means death, but still also means witness, and (5) the idea of witness 
disappears and Greek “martys” means martyrdom. She contends that in Revelation, “the reference is 
plainly to the testimony of Christ to God which they ‘had,’ that is, had received, and for which they were 
prepared to die.” (75) “It has not yet reached the stage where its dictionary definition is martyrdom.” (77). 
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like Antipas (2:13) must have been to these Christians, the command to “overcome” is 
communicated to congregational groups. John thereby stresses the witness they make 
together. So it is that each of the seven congregations is symbolized by a shining, golden 
lamp stand, an image that builds upon Hebrew antecedents,109 in which the lamp stand, 
and later the menorah, represented Israel. It also hearkens to Jesus’ exhortation for the 
church to be “the light of the world” (Matt.5:14). Part of the suspense in this pericope, as 
for contemporary congregations in decline, is whether these congregations will lose their 
reason for being and their lamp stands be taken away, or if they will transform and 
become faithful witnesses in their respective locales. As Brian Blount’s study of 
Revelation argues, John wanted the struggling and suffering believers of his day to live 
by the ethic of witness: “John was interested not so much in creating a church of martyrs 
as he was in encouraging a church filled with people committed to the ethical activity of 
witnessing to the lordship of Jesus Christ.”110 
The third theological claim is heard in this biblical text too: that the church is in 
the process of becoming faithful witnesses. Revelation does not map out exactly how this 
transformation takes place, but the author alludes to a few elements. (1) John says a great 
deal about those who teach the members of these seven congregations, insisting that they 
not lead the churches astray in moral theopraxis, but foster an enduring orientation and 
                                                
109Caird, The Revelation, 15, points it out as an allusion to Zechariah 4, describing Israel as a 
candelabra with seven lamps. L.E. Toombs, “Lampstand,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1962), 65, writes that the menorah became a Jewish symbol after the 
destruction of the temple in 70 CE. Boring, Revelation, 85, connects the lamp stands and the promised 
servant in Isaiah 42:6 who is the “bearer of God’s light to the nations.” 
 
110Blount, Can I Get A Witness? Introduction, ix. 
 
 
 
280 
habit of the soul (“habitus”111) that will continue to shape and show forth the character of 
Christ. (2) He accents the role of the Holy Spirit, enjoining the seven to develop “ears to 
hear” and to ardently “listen to what the Spirit is saying to the churches,” for this is the 
only way they will be able to discern when and how to resist,112 to manage their fears, 
and to rejoice during their unpredictable times. (3) As John noticed and invoked the 
contextual identities of the congregations in order to address them meaningfully, he 
obliges would-be witnesses to avidly read their mission fields and to interpret their 
contexts theologically, that is, the social milieu, the tenor of the times, and the powers 
that be, in order to discern God’s will for ecclesial action. (4) John also emphasizes that 
the Lord is evaluating each of these circles of faith closely, and if they desire to progress 
in witness, they must “repent” – a key term in Isaiah, as well as Revelation. While 
“forgiveness” is not explicitly named in these verses, the clear message is that these 
congregations can start anew. If they follow Christ’s guidance, their lamp stands will not 
be taken away and their light will shine forth as it should. 
 
Preliminary Consensus Responses to the 
Pertinent Research Questions 
 
Pertinent question number one 
In regard to pertinent question number one, among the three selected biblical 
passages there is a clear consensus that the vocation given to the people of God/church is 
                                                
 
111Among others, see Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological 
Education (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 1994), 35-6. 
  
112Blount, Can I Get A Witness? 39. 
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that of being faithful witnesses. When the embedded attributes are excerpted from these 
texts and synthesized, a list of thirteen general characteristics of ecclesial witness emerge. 
(1) Witnesses are to testify in word and deed, through integrated beliefs and practices; (2) 
witness is carried out corporately as well as by individuals, mindful of relational and 
covenantal networks of church; (3) it is to be enacted publicly and visibly in the world 
that God loves, from a compassionate, though cautiously critical stance; (4) thus, witness 
is often verbal and explicit, but it can also manifest in silent ways of being and doing, and 
without obvious results; (5) the witness of the good news is not coercively communicated 
or embodied, once given, it can be refused;113 (6) corporate congregational witness is 
derived from local spiritual gifts linked to the discerned call of God, thus translating into 
a broad range of potential activity, such as invitational evangelism to nonviolent social 
justice activism; (7) it is to be divinely directed and is divinely empowered; that is, when 
the congregation allows God to work through the limits of the human frame, its witness is 
joyful and bold; trusting God, it tames its fears; (8) congregations give witness in their 
own time and context, even to the “ends of the earth;” (9) witnesses are to show forth 
what they have seen, heard, and experienced, which includes what has been passed on to 
them from the past – “the former things” that God has wrought for the blessing and 
salvation of humanity – along with what has been promised by other witnesses 
concerning God’s vision for the future, and what they themselves have experienced of 
God’s love in action in the present; (10) it should be reliable, and will be evaluated in 
                                                
113This standard of witness is found in the ten studied texts and contradicts a patriarchal 
sovereignty, but I draw the language of “refusability” and “non-coercion” from Stone, Evangelism After 
Christendom, 289, 314-15. 
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terms of its faithfulness; (11) witness to God’s good news is regularly nonconforming 
and counter-cultural, provoking responses from others for and against it; (12) Christian 
witness, then, may eventually culminate in martyrdom, but not necessarily; (13) 
witnesses are formed and are always in the process of becoming.  
The above general characteristics serve as well to deconstruct certain notions of 
witness currently in vogue in the North American context. To say more, for some 
segments of the church, to be a Christian witness refers almost exclusively to telling the 
past story of faith to other individuals in such a way that they convert to Christianity, 
often described as “winning” people to Christ. This popular theopraxis is often couched, 
even quite subtly, in larger societal narratives of transaction, production, superiority, and 
coercion.114 The criterion for the nature of witness disclosed by this chapter’s research, 
though, soundly counters these notions and reconstructs witness according to relational, 
non-result dependent, humble, and freely-chosen lines of thinking and methods. 
                                                
114Expanding upon these four prominent socio-cultural narratives, (1) transaction is a verbal 
assent on the part of the witnessee that serves as his/her part of the transaction with the Divine that leads 
him/her to salvation and heaven; (2) production comprehends witness to be successful when it produces 
results in the numbers of converts and makes the desired end of a clear-cut conversion happen; (3) 
superiority follows when the witness who “has” salvation considers herself or himself superior to the one 
who does not yet; (4) coercion and forced conversion becomes not unthinkable if the Christian narratives 
are then put in service of imperialism (Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 
Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 2012), 22, points out that “imperialism” is used in at least four 
ways: (1) as economic expansion, (2) subjugation of ‘others,’ (3) an idea or spirit with many forms of 
realization, and (4) a discursive field of knowledge.).    
Stone, Evangelism After Christendom, 50, contrasts the assumptions of excellence in our cultural 
context with those of an authentic evangelism, noting that the narrative of success for the former is 
construed in “a paradigm where (1) ends are external to means, (2) means are merely instrumental relative 
to those external ends . . . . (3) a calculus of effectiveness can be employed whereby we hope to be able to 
control the achievement or production of those ends, and (4) this entire act of achievement, of production, 
and of relating means to ends stands independent and free of any community or tradition that would specify 
the substantive good, truth, or beauty upon which the unity, meaning, and purpose of practices might be 
premised or toward which it might be directed . . . . Evangelism then becomes not a virtuous practice but an 
autonomous, creative act of ‘making’ on the part of the evangelist.” 
 
 
 
 
283 
Pertinent question number two 
 
In response to pertinent question number two, though articulated somewhat 
differently in each pericope, and allowing for the specific testimony to God’s action in 
Jesus Christ in the Christian sources, all three biblical texts claim that the faithful are to 
bear witness to the good news that the sovereign God, in loving solidarity, has, is, and 
will be acting on their behalf and that of the world. When examined more closely, the 
passages demonstrate, and this consensus statement encompasses, four ‘pillars’ of 
Christian witness.115 The witness-bearing Church is testifying in word and deed to: (1) 
the good news (or gospel) of salvation (redemption/well-being), (2) of/in Jesus Christ, (3) 
the reign of God (or the sovereign God ruling and acting), (4) which is happening in the 
present, as it has in the past, and will in the future. The theological findings this far 
therefore suggest that these four pillars together construct a legitimate response to 
pertinent question number two: the reality to which the church is to bear witness is “the 
good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening.”116 
                                                
115I used a qualitative method of coded inspection on the summary sheets of the ten texts (both 
biblical and denominational), which surfaced these four pillars. Circling the named ‘objects’ of witness 
within them produced seven separate articulations of the reality to which the church bears witness: (1) the 
good news (or gospel), (2) salvation (or other related terms, i.e. redemption, reconciliation, regeneration), 
(3) Jesus Christ, (4) God (or related phrases such as the reign of God/God acting/the sovereign God), (5) 
the Holy Spirit, (6) a reformed church, and (7) the good news happening now. Color-coding and 
quantifying the summaries,  two of the seven naturally combined to form “the good news of salvation,” and 
another two – “the Holy Spirit” and “a reformed church” – were not mentioned frequently enough to merit 
continued inclusion. Eight of the ten texts registered “the good news of salvation,” nine carried “Jesus 
Christ,” and “happening now.” Only one of the four was picked up in all ten of the textual interlocutors, 
lending it an edge of merit, and that was “the reign of God.” 
 
116I am influenced in the selection of the verbiage “happening” by the work of Leonardo Boff, 
who, building upon J.B. Libanio, Igreja particular (Sao Paulo: Loyola, 1974) 37, wrote of the particular or 
local congregation, that it was the universal church “happening,” Boff, Ecclesiogenesis, 17. 
 
 
 
 
284 
The counter-cultural nature of the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God 
happening, and the church’s witness to it, is to be guarded and reiterated, as it is critical 
to these three scripture texts, and because the unexpected character of God’s reign does 
not immediately transmit from the term “reign of God” given historical and cultural 
antecedents of monarchy and patriarchy. There is also a decided gap between what Jesus 
meant when he proclaimed the good news of God’s in-breaking basileia,117 and the kind 
of earthly kingdoms, rulers, and forms of governance with which the world has had bitter 
experience. In fact, there are two points of notable divergence among these three sources 
regarding the counter-cultural nature of God’s sovereignty: (1) Isaiah and Revelation 
hold that God’s exercise of superintendence in certain circumstances may include 
collateral or intentional violence, while Acts does not, and (2) Acts and Revelation, of 
course, understand the character of God’s reign as that which was embodied and taught 
by Jesus, while Isaiah does not. 
Notwithstanding these two dissimilarities, this study has uncovered four chief 
areas upon which the texts do concur about how the reign of God is unlike common 
perceptions. (1) There is no other god but God, and this singularity runs counter to the 
prevailing polytheism of cultural contexts, both ancient and present-day. This averred 
monotheism is also social and relational, manifesting perichoretically and flexibly in 
three “persons” or realities, with the Christian texts claiming that the divine character is 
                                                
117The Greek word “basileia” is not easily translated into English. This rich and complex term has 
been rendered “kingdom,” “reign,” “rule,” and “realm,” along with more creative, inclusive language 
attempts, among them, “commonwealth” (Thistlethwaite and Hodgson), “kin-dom” (Isasi-Diaz), and “the 
household of God” and “the New Creation” (both in Russell). Susan Brooks Thistlethwaite and Peter Crafts 
Hodgson, “The Church, Classism, and Ecclesial Community,” Reconstructing Christian Theology, Rebecca 
S. Chopp and Mark Lewis Taylor, eds (Mineapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 307, describe Jesus’ “basileia 
vision” broadly as “a new way of being human in the world in relation to God and neighbor.” 
 
 
 
285 
revealed fully in Jesus Christ, who in turn sends the Holy Spirit. (2) “Reign of God” is 
counter-intuitively a verb as well as a noun, denoting both the purview or territory of 
God’s authority – “realm” – and the act of reigning or leading. So, as a vision noun, the 
reign of God goes against the normal perception in that it is not confined to worldly 
constructs of time and space, with all of creation being within God’s dominion. Then, as 
a verb, the reign of God communicates the action of God loving and leading across time, 
inducing the church to bear witness to God’s rule occuring in its particular time and 
context. (3) God’s way of leading does not fit the typical stereotypes of hierarchical 
domination. God’s authority derives instead from knowing and loving the “subjects,”118 
being in their midst and in solidarity with them, even to the point of suffering and death, 
and being trustworthy in an a cyncial age when many leaders are not. Moreover, for 
God’s leadership to be their conscious reality, individuals and congregations must 
consent to live within it and to practice this reign. (4) God ‘rules’ in a manner that 
sponsors a distinctive people and nurtures a communal life that is different from the 
commonplace, one consistent with the character of God; as the church follows the lead of 
God (verb), the reign of God (noun) is breaking in. 
 
Pertinent question number three 
 
Pertinent question number three, concerned with uncovering a theological account 
of how the transformation into faithful witnesses transpires, is not comprehensively and 
systematically addressed by these three biblical references. The only clear consensus 
                                                
118This play on words denotes human beings as “subjects” of a sovereign and, as opposed to 
“objects,” “subjects” in their own right. 
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related to the question of who brings about transformation and by what means is that 
faithful witnesses are formed through a process of relationship with the transforming 
God. Beyond this major theological claim, a handful of elements within this relational 
process stand out from these texts, including repentance, preparation and education, 
contextual awareness, and prayerful communion with the Holy Spirit, but the three 
sources do not agree on all of these, nor share the same steps and order for the process of 
transformation. The theological bridge to praxis, therefore, is not yet complete. 
 
Dialogue with Denominational Texts on the 
Preliminary Responses 
 
Introduction 
 
 As outlined earlier in the method section, seven key Disciples documents were 
examined at depth for their wisdom on the salient themes and pertinent theological 
questions uncovered by this research project, of which four were expressly invited into 
dialogue upon the initial theological claims summarized above. The first denominational 
text in time to be consulted is Alexander Campbell’s The Christian System (1835, revised 
1839). He wrote this book twenty-six years into the Christian/Disciples movement of 
ecclesial reform, an evolution over which he presided forty-plus years. The development 
of the brotherhood and Campbell’s thinking can be traced through his surrounding 
periodicals: The Christian Baptist (1823-1830) and The Millennial Harbinger (1830-
1865). Alexander, of course, was not alone; he stood on the shoulders of his father, 
Thomas, and was in lively collaboration with Barton Stone, both of whom wrote earlier 
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pieces of significance.119 From their combined works, we can see evidence that they 
concurred on the basic good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening, being 
proposed in this project. Their distinctive stamp upon this witness was the promotion of 
the causes of “gospel liberty,”120 biblical authority, Christian unity, and the millennium.  
In The Christian System, the junior Campbell sought to give “an orderly account” 
of the principles behind the movement, with its preface referring to: faith in Jesus Christ 
as the “only test of Christian character, and the only bond of church union, communion, 
and co-operation,” faith and practice built on the bible alone and more specifically upon 
“the original gospel and order of things established by the Apostles,” and that “the union 
of the disciples of Christ is essential to the conversion of the world.”121 The first part of 
The Christian System covers the traditional topics of theology in a succinct way, which 
Campbell follows by an account of the plan for Christian union. The second part of the 
book is a group of four special essays on “The Kingdom of Heaven,” “Remission of 
Sins,” “Regeneration,” and “Breaking the Loaf.” The final section of the work is revival-
like addresses to Campbell’s varied readers, to whom he refers as “believers,” “friendly 
aliens,” and “belligerent aliens,” inviting them to respond to salvation. 
                                                
119Stone, The Last Will and Testament of The Springfield Presbytery, 
http://en.wikisource.org/w/index.php?, [accessed September 2007]. T. Campbell, Declaration and Address 
of the Christian Association of Washington, http://www.mun.ca/rels/restmov/texts/tcampbell/d/DA-
1ST.HTM, [accessed September 2007]. 
 
120Ibid., 2,3. This phrase signifies the freedom for ministers to practice their ministries according 
to their calls, for congregations to exercise self-governance, and for Christians to interpret the scriptures for 
themselves. 
 
121Alexander Campbell, The Christian System, “only test . . .” (xi); “faith and practice . . .” (ix); 
“the original gospel . . .” (xii); “the union . . .” (ix).   
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 The next denominational text of the four for consultation is The Design of the 
Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) (1969). At the turn of the twentieth century, 
Disciples were still somewhat reluctant to own an identity as a “denomination,” but the 
movement had evolved to a “brotherhood” of co-operating congregations in districts and 
states, extending mission nationally and globally through a number of voluntary societies 
and associations, an organization in need of identity clarification and better coordination. 
The brotherhood commissioned a Panel of Scholars that carried out five-plus years of 
intense practical theological reflection and steered Disciples tradition to claim for itself 
the language of “church” over “movement” and “brotherhood,” to reassert the centrality 
of Jesus Christ as the head of the body, the One that truly unifies the church, to let go of 
the restorationist ideal of the “New Testament church” that had been part of the 
Disciples’ Plea, and to project potential designs for a corresponding denominational 
structure.122 The Panel’s report was the beginning of Restructure, which culminated in 
The Design, the “constitutional” document that sets forth a new conception of church for 
Disciples, sometimes referred to as a “covenantal ecclesiology.”123 This idea of church 
                                                
122This appointed panel began meeting in 1957 and produced the three volume edited report in 
1963. One place to see the push for “church” over the other two words is in Osborn, “One, Holy, Catholic, 
and Apostolic Church,” Vol. 1. Osborn, “Crisis and Reformation,” Vol. 1, introduction, also summarizes: 
“The Panel reached consensus that the crucial element in the heritage of Disciples had sought expression in 
the slogan, ‘No creed but Christ.’” One deconstruction of restoration is found in Ralph G. Wilburn, “A 
Critique of the Restoration Principle: Its Place in Contemporary Life and Thought,” Vol. 1, 226-32. 
Volume three of the reports takes up structural design in earnest with essays by Blakemore, Stevenson, 
Osborn, and Wickizer. 
 
123The term “covenant” occurs in high frequency in The Design. The preamble declares: “We 
rejoice in the covenant of love which binds us to God and one another.” Former General Minister and 
President, Kenneth Teegarden, viewed the concept of covenant as “the most significant accomplishment of 
restructure,” and underlined that the Design was not “establishing a structure,” but “a covenantal 
community,” which historian Cummins calls “a seismic shift in Disciples ecclesiological self-
understanding,” Cummins, The Disciples, 215, 19. See also Kinnamon and Linn, Disciples: Reclaiming 
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encompasses three “manifestations” (now “expressions”) of church in covenant with each 
other: the local/congregational, the regional (state), and the general (United States and 
Canada). The Design outlines the rights and responsibilities of each expression, and 
orders the life and mission governance structures of the denomination. Duane Cummins 
avers that The Design ranks with the Last Will and Testament and the Declaration and 
Address as a “seminal Disciples text.”124 
The third denominational text that is being brought to bear on the aims of this 
chapter is “The Word to the Church on Witness, Mission and Unity” (1981). As the 
ecumenical consensus document Baptism, Eucharist, and Ministry was circulating, and 
the Disciples wanted to clarify their own ecclesiological identity, beginning in 1979, the 
Disciples Commission on Theology composed several “Words to the Church,” which 
became a conversation of scholary reports to the General Assembly over two decades. 
The Word of 1981 was devoted entirely to a detailed exposition of the nature and 
practices of church witness, mission, and unity.  
                                                                                                                                            
Our Identity, 26. The un-named contradistinction being drawn here is to the older, yet popular concept of 
“autonomy,” a value that had achieved rallying, ecclesial traction among Disciples over their history as 
they linked it to freedom (see “gospel liberty”), congregational self-determination, and non-
denominationalism. Indeed, the misinformation and fear that Restructure would lead to the takeover of 
congregational properties contributed to a sizeable number of defections during this transition. 
In spite of the Design’s successful rollout and adoption, Cummins reports (221) that a number of 
the architects of the process of Restructure still think that the effort “fell short on knitting [the Disciples] 
together” and “did not do enough to communicate to the post-restructure generation the meaning of 
covenant.” Evidence from the three transforming congregations of this project supports this verdict, as they 
extremely rarely referred to “covenant” in the interviews. 
 
124Cummins, The Disciples, 223. 
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The fourth denominational text for analysis on the questions at hand is The 2020 
Vision (2001).125 In the late 1990s the denomination was once again awakening to an 
environmental sea change and looking to be more effective in mission. It was also 
confronted with frightening statistics of numerical decline, an unwieldy organizational 
structure, and renewed confusion around Disciples identity. As noted in chapter one, Dr. 
Richard L. Hamm, the General Minister and President of the denomination at the time, 
assessed the complex situation and cast a vision for the Disciples for the next two 
decades, ratified by the General Assembly of 2001:  
Our Mission: To be and to share the good news of Jesus Christ, witnessing, loving 
            and serving from our doorsteps “to the ends of the earth.” (Acts 1:8) 
 
            Our Vision: To be a faithful, growing church that demonstrates true community, 
            deep Christian spirituality, and a passion for justice. (Micah 6:8) 
 
 The Four Priorities: 
            + Becoming a Pro-reconciling/Anti-racist church 
 + Formation of 1000 new congregations by 2020 
 + Transformation of 1000 current congregations by 2020 
+ Leadership development to realize these new and renewed congregations 
 
Pertinent Question Number One: Is an Ecclesial  
Identity of “Church for Witness” Compatible  
with Disciples Tradition? 
 
 All four of the profiled denominational texts would reply in the affirmative. 
Campbell, for the first, emphasized that God designed and initiated the Christian System 
on behalf of humankind in its fallen, needy state, for its salvation and for the unfolding of 
                                                
125The 2020 Vision was by and large only registered by the ecclesiastical grouping of 
interviewees and not frequently at all from among the three congregations’ members. The three sites 
neither indicated that they were renewing in order to further this Vision, or even to render the denomination 
stronger, but in order to be alive again as churches of Jesus Christ. If becoming so helped the region and/or 
the general church, they considered that to the good, but this was not their driver. 
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God’s vision for creation. Paving the way in the covenant with the Hebrew people, God 
sent Jesus, the Messiah, for our “regeneration” (a concept that will be further unpacked 
under the two other questions). Of first importance in Alexander Campbell’s thought was 
that the church proclaim this message in its life and outreach, to the end of the conversion 
of the world.126 In second place, and complementary to this, was his claim that a united 
church is this gospel’s best witness in the world. Campbell also believed that the New 
Testament church had received the fullness of instruction from Jesus Christ himself, had 
lived in true union, and was a faithful witness to the gospel. Consequently, he judged that 
the manifestation of the church at that point in its history – conveyed in the New 
Testament – should serve as the normative template for succeeding ecclesial 
generations.127 Furthermore, Campbell stressed that congregations ought to co-operate 
                                                
126This theme is found throughout his writings, but for regeneration, see The Christian System, 
219-65, and for the aim of witness unto conversion, begin with “The Conversion of the World,” The 
Christian Baptist, 1:6 (Jan. 1824): 41-2, and carry on through The Christian System, as one location, its 
preface, ix, x, xiv. 
 
127This notion about the New Testament church came to be a cornerstone of the restoration ideal 
among Disciples in its first generation of development. According to Alexander Campbell’s read, the early 
Christians as portrayed in these New Testament texts were following the instructions of Jesus Christ and 
the Holy Spirit, that is, the “Ancient Gospel,” if not perfectly, almost. He surmised that they exhibited the 
kind of unity the church in his time was lacking. The works of German higher criticism were just emerging 
during Campbell’s time, and had not made it to him; he made “pre-higher-critical assumptions” according 
to Boring, but exercised “a critical spirit,” was “a populist scholar” who conducted “lower criticism,” that 
is, did disciplined, textual criticism, and “thought that once the necessary historical explanations were made 
and the vocabulary was clarified, the meaning of scripture was simply transparent and univocal,” Boring, 
Disciples and the Bible, 85-9. “Restorationism,” then, refers to the aim of restoring the church of current 
times to the order of the church established in Acts and the epistles. The restorationist position of the 
brotherhood attracted many to the movement until it was challenged in the late nineteenth century, and 
those still holding to it went their separate ways. Campbell’s writings, at least up through The Christian 
System (1835), are saturated with the mandate of “reforming” and/or “restoring” the New Testament church 
by transforming existing and starting new congregations according to (variously called): “the Apostle’s 
Teaching,” “the Ancient Gospel” or “the Ancient Order,” and sometimes “Primitive Christianity.” The 
movement’s first generation’s fourth founder, Walter Scott, developed the “Five-finger exercise: “faith, 
repentance, baptism, remission of sins, gift of the Holy Spirit and promise of eternal life, steps gathered up 
into what would later be called the “Plea” for unity via New Testament restoration and the “plan of 
salvation,” a combination which Boring, Disciples and the Bible, terms “pattern restorationism,” (111) and 
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with each other in evangelism and mission, describing them “like candlesticks in a large 
edifice,” a phrase reminiscent of the witness image in Revelation.128 Even his book, The 
Christian System, was meant to spread the word and stir up converts to the gospel, and as 
a witness-bearing tool to provoke a life-giving, practical reform of the church.  
The weight Campbell gives to witness carries with it an alert responsiveness to 
the surrounding context, especially sensitive to the state of ecclesial division. In contrast 
to some later points in Disciples’ history during which Christian unity has been promoted 
as a good end in itself, Campbell clearly understood Christian unity to be in service of 
God’s larger eschatological vision for all of creation. Current General Minister and 
President Sharon Watkins summarized: “the early Disciples believed that if we were one, 
the whole world would be evangelized . . . and bring in the millennium.”129 
                                                                                                                                            
which he argues was a biblical hermeneutic that hampered Disciples in dealing with matters of “faith” and 
“opinion” in regards to social issues, Roman Catholics, and Judaism, as well as set up a dichotomy between 
restoration and ecumenism (112). A. Campbell and Scott (first generation Disciples) later contended with 
each other on this point as a “revisionist” and a “continuing restorationist” respectively (41). The dormant 
differences resurfaced significantly in the critical third generation (1892-1929) in the light of higher 
criticism, contributing to the first Brotherhood division (1906) from the Churches of Christ, and, was a 
topic of considerable theological deconstruction in the late fourth generation (1929-1968), before the 
second division from the “independent” Christian churches occurred (1971). 
Toulouse cites The Harbinger, “The Millennial Character of the Harbinger,” (Dec. 1840): 562 to 
argue that “Campbell clearly connected the successful restoration of the church to his hope that the 
millennium might begin soon. This connection between looking back and forward is consistent throughout 
his writings on the subject.” Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 114. Thus, Campbell in the first decades of 
his thought could be tagged a “Primitivist Millennialist,” holding these two poles together and in tension. In 
one essay, Campbell, The Christian System, “Kingdom of Heaven,” 110, likened this position to the role of 
the Old Testament prophets, who called the people of God to remember the mighty works of God in the 
past in order to return them to faithfulness in this relationship, but at the same time, prophesized to what 
God was going to accomplish in the immediate future for their salvation. This same tension also enters Acts 
during the ascension as the disciples fixed their eyes upon Jesus and the past they had shared, until the 
angels shook them into the present with the assurance of his return in the future (Acts 1:10-11). 
 
128Campbell, The Christian System, 133. 
 
129Dr. Sharon Watkins, General Minister and President, Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), 
interview by author, March 5, 2010, transcript, p. 5. 
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Turning to The Design, the first and second sentences of the preamble announce 
the church’s vocation: “As members of the Christian Church, we confess that Jesus is the 
Christ, the Son of the Living God, and proclaim him Lord and Savior of the world. In 
Christ’s name and by his grace we accept our mission of witness and service to all 
people.”130 The preamble and first four paragraphs of the Design are also replete with 
words that convey an outward orientation for the church: “mission,” “witness,” “service,” 
“evangelism,” “discipleship,” and “ministry(ies).” Consistent with this orientation is 
abounding, corresponding language about the context of the church’s mission, referring 
to “the world,” “the earth,” and “all people.” In what concerns Christian unity as integral 
to ecclesial witness, The Design no longer overtly frames it as contributing to God’s 
promised eschatological future, nor particularly to the end of the conversion and 
regeneration of the world. 
The 1981 “Word to the Church” claims without reservation the “mission of the 
Church to be witness to God in the world.” Among its corollary affirmations, and 
consistent with Campbell, the document makes a special point to connect Christian unity 
to effective witness, saying: “a fragmented Church cannot engage effectively in mission.” 
It also argues that witness as soul evangelism and witness as social action are not 
dichotomous, but two sides of the same counter-cultural coin, thereby supporting the 
integration of “word and deed” as a characteristic of ecclesial witness. Plus, the 
committee encouraged further study on witness in relation to the poor and suffering, on 
                                                
130The word “witness” is often employed along and interchangeably with other terms of outward 
orientation in these documents. In the case of this quote, doing so may also represent a trace of the 
prevalent pattern of those days to bifurcate between a witness of verbal, soul evangelism and one of hands-
on service or social action. 
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the meaning of “salvation” today, and how “to keep the elements of mission and unity 
together as marks of Christian witness,”131 thus demonstrating an outspoken concern for 
the surrounding context and justice-making therein.  
The 2020 Vision, under which the denomination is presently laboring, supports 
the vocation of the church as witness, by direct language, by its allusion to Acts 1:8 in its 
mission section, and by inferences from the vision portion and the four priorities. Though 
not employed as an umbrella term in the document, “witnessing” is perceived as integral 
to “being and sharing the good news of Jesus Christ,” along with “loving and serving.” 
“Being” and “sharing” the good news calls to mind the aim of an integrated theopraxis, as 
well. Plus, the existence of new and transforming congregations among its goals and 
priorities implies that when faithful, individuals and the collective church will have been 
bearing witness to others.  
 
Pertinent Question Number Two: To What  
Does this Tradition Understand a Faithful  
Church to be Bearing Witness?  
 
As with the three biblical texts, the four denominational texts do not reply 
univocally on the eschatological telos of a faithful church, that is, the question of to what 
it bears witness, but the four “pillars” of the composite answer proposed earlier by this 
research project – “the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening” – do 
manifest across these documents. To begin, Campbell’s Christian System would respond 
that the church is to bear witness to the good news of regeneration, to the gospel of Jesus 
                                                
131Ibid., “The Word to the Church on Witness, Mission, and Unity (1981),” “the mission of the 
church is . . .” (52); “a fragmented church . . .” (52); the idea about two sides of the same coin (55); the idea 
of need for spirituality (54); the idea of the church needing to change (54); reflecting the Kingdom (54); 
keeping mission and unity together (56-7). 
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Christ, and to the gospel of the Kingdom. His concept of “regeneration” itself carried 
multivalent meaning: new life, the peace and joy of salvation, entry into the Kingdom of 
Heaven, and God’s love in action. As a citizen of the late Enlightenment, Campbell wrote 
more regularly and extensively of the regeneration or rebirth of individuals, but in 
actuality, he conceived of this new life as a corporate phenomenon, too, writing of God’s 
encompassing vision for the regeneration of the church, of society, of the world, and even 
ultimately of the heavens and earth.132  
When it comes to his understanding of the good news of Jesus Christ, Campbell 
would have concurred on the same four senses itemized earlier from the New Testament 
biblical texts.133 His focus upon the “Son of God” also did not relegate God to a 
secondary position, since he still perceived God as supreme, and Campbell viewed the 
Holy Spirit as an agent of God and/or Christ, primarily at work through the bible. 
Reflecting its founder, then, Disciples refrain from a systematic or clear-cut trinitarian 
hierarchy, so that one observes in them a flexibility that would be sympathetic to the 
perichoretic nuances already identified within the Acts and Revelation pericopes.  
Regarding witness to the “gospel of the Kingdom,”134 Campbell wrote of the 
reign of Christ as the third historical dispensation of God’s overarching reign, the latter of 
                                                
132Ibid., “Regeneration,” 219. He begins this essay saying that this is a word/topic popular in his 
day, but not often examined. Later, he connects it to transformation, writing: “This economy contemplates 
the regeneration of the whole human constitution, and proposes as its consummation the transformation of 
spirit, soul, and body,” (220). A. Campbell goes on to develop regeneration to the realms of “the moral 
nature of man” (229, 264), and culminates with the regeneration “of the heavens and earth” (240-65). 
 
133(1) Bearing witness to that which Jesus bore witness, that is, the reign of God, (2) bearing 
witness to him and what God was doing in him, (3) bearing witness in him/God/Holy Spirit, and (4) the 
ministry in his name. 
 
134Campbell, The Christian System, 299. 
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which he referred to as the “Kingdom of God.”135 Consequently, for Campbell, when the 
church bears witness to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, the designated ruler of the “third 
kingdom,” it is at the same time testifying to God’s eternal reign. In this way, “the 
Christocentric focus of early Disciples always brought the Christian back to God.”136 
Additionally, Campbell maintained that Jesus’ teachings and embodiment of the reign of 
God is the manner of divine governance to which the church is subject, and he often 
referred to the church as “citizens of the Kingdom,” because the church of the New 
Testament was to be ordered accordingly. At Pentecost, he averred, the reigning Jesus 
dispensed the Holy Spirit for the church’s continued growth and progress in its mission, 
as it anticipated the earthly leadership of Christ in the millennium.137  
                                                                                                                                            
 
135A. Campbell taught that the reign of God was an everlasting kingdom, extending from before 
the beginning of history and beyond its conclusion. In between these two points, he projected a rather 
elaborate schema of three historical “dispensations” or “kingdoms,” culminating in the millennium, after 
which Christ would return authority to God (I Cor. 15:24-25). Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 116-26, 
helpfully explains Campbell’s concept of the Kingdom of God overall (117) and its three historical 
manifestations as: (1) the “Kingdom of Nature,” which is one way Campbell had of speaking of  “God’s 
reign over creation into which all creatures are naturally born,”(119), (2) the “Kingdom of Law,” the 
Jewish dispensation, in which God, as King, had given them the Law through Moses; this was the Kingdom 
under which Jesus conducted his ministry, while he testified to the in-breaking (3) “Kingdom of Heaven,” 
which, according to Campbell, actually began at Pentecost, when the risen Christ was inaugurated Lord of 
all and the church was launched. By virtue of their regeneration, the members of the church, then, are 
citizens of this third kingdom, still in effect. 
 
136Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 126. 
 
137The millennium refers to the expected thousand year earthly rule of Jesus Christ. This future 
promise was seminal enough to Campbell that he titled his second periodical, The Millennial Harbinger. Its 
masthead, beginning with the first issue, January 1830, featured Revelation 14:6-7: “I saw another 
messenger flying through the midst of heaven, having everlasting good news to proclaim to the inhabitants 
of the earth, even to every nation and tribe, and tongue, and people, saying with a loud voice, Fear God and 
give glory to him, for the hour of his judgments is come; and worship him who made heaven, and earth, 
and sea, and the fountains of water.” The millennium was also noted within this publication’s “object,” 
which was “the development and introduction of that political and religious order of society called the 
millennium, which will be the consummation of that ultimate amelioration of society proposed in the 
Christian scriptures.” According to this prospectus, Campbell associated the millennium with God’s justice 
and said that this subject, along with “the treatment of African slaves, as preparatory to their emancipation” 
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 From The Design onward, the Disciples did not carry Alexander Campbell’s 
teachings regarding regeneration or the millennium forward. Instead, they began to focus 
upon the centrality of Jesus Christ for Disciples identity.138 A review of the paragraphs of 
The Design indicate references to Jesus Christ more frequently (nineteen times) than God 
(thirteen) and the Holy Spirit (once), and on several occasions, it underlines that the 
church is under the authority of Jesus Christ. In conjunction, The Design alludes to the 
reign of God happening or currently in force as it calls for the church to “serve God,” 
“discern” and “seek” God’s will, and to “yield [itself] to God” in the present.  
The 1981 “Word to the Church” variously expresses that the church’s witness is 
“to God in the world,” and “continuing the ministry of Jesus Christ through the power of 
                                                                                                                                            
would be topics of this periodical. In a later essay, Vol. 4:12, 1940, in a move compatible to that of Acts 
1:7, he clarified that the Harbinger would not barter in any of the circulating millennial theories, because it 
would first want to be sure about the meaning of the biblical prophecies and because it had more pressing 
matters to attend to. The language of “harbinger” in the title of his journal connects to the signification of 
witness, implying that these Disciples of Christ congregations were also to bear tidings of the forthcoming 
millennium. 
The eschatological emphasis of the coming millennium attracted many adherents at the beginning 
of the movement, though it fell out of interest among Disciples across the turn into the twentieth century. 
According to both Boring, Disciples and the Bible, and Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship (St. Louis: 
Chalice Press, 1997) – Toulouse’s revised and expanded edition, which added to his original treatment “the 
eschatological principle” as a fourth critical to Disciples identity – Alexander Campbell understood the 
Christian/Disciples movement to be on the cusp of the millennium, thus a kind of eschatological 
community or church. Toulouse summarizes: “The eschatological principle . . . is equally significant to, if 
not in some ways more formative than their commitment to biblical interpretation, restorationism, and 
church unity . . . . its focus was on the past, present, and future of God’s salvation in Jesus Christ” (102). 
The founding leaders did not all share the same perspective on the eschaton, with Alexander Campbell a 
post-millennialist, and Boring summarizes that “nineteenth century Disciples tended to affirm eschatology 
in general, but to be rather skittish about eschatology in particular, and to allow wide latitude in 
eschatological views so long as no one detailed view was pressed too much on others” (185). Both of these 
scholars agree that with the turn of the twentieth century, the ascendancy of higher criticism, and the 
emergence of classical liberalism, “eschatological themes as a central part of Disciples identity, had 
receded to the point of almost disappearing altogether” (Toulouse, 112), and “few Disciples were interested 
in any kind of eschatology” (Boring, 281); apparently “conservatives” and “liberals” did not even fight 
over this issue as they did others, i.e. biblical interpretation. 
 
138Osborn, in the introduction to the first volume of the Panel of Scholars reports (28) labels as 
“consensus” “that the crucial element in the heritage of Disciples” is Jesus Christ. 
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the Holy Spirit,” “to God’s purposes of the redemption of the whole of history and the 
whole of creation,” and “to the Kingdom of God,”139 both present and future. The 
“Word” also admits that Disciples need to explore what they mean by “the Kingdom of 
God,” as at this point in their history, it no longer reflected Campbell’s elaborate schema 
nor included the theme of the millennium. This text also clarified that “we do not usher in 
the Kingdom by our actions or activity,” instead “reflect” it.  
Continuing Disciples’ christocentrism, The 2020 Vision names the reality to 
which the church bears witness as simply “the good news of Jesus Christ,” without 
specifying which of the four meanings is intended. In his accompanying book, however, 
Dr. Hamm elaborated upon this phrase in three directions: (1) that this good news is the 
reconciliation of God and humanity through Jesus Christ, (2) that the church is the body 
of Christ, an incarnation of the Divine as Christ was himself, and (3) that the church is “a 
sign and foretaste of the reign of God,”140 three points that connect to the four “pillars” in 
“the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening.”  
The three transforming congregations examined in this project support the answer 
to pertinent question number two being argued in this chapter, but do so more through 
lived example than in direct speech. Interviewees did not articulate in so many words that 
they were bearing witness to “the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God 
happening,” and interestingly, the term “reign of God” itself was not exceedingly 
prominent in the qualitative codes, nor did it find its way into each of the congregations’ 
                                                
139Ibid., the phrases “to God in the world” and “continuing the ministry . . .” (52); “to God’s 
purposes . . .” (53); “to the Kingdom of God” (53). 
 
140Ibid., idea of good news as reconciliation (12-16); the idea of church as body of Christ (17); the 
idea of church as sign and foretaste (77). 
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vocational statements. The participants demonstrated scant interest in the eschaton and 
never once mentioned the millenium, but they did make a point to express that they 
trusted God’s plans for their congregational futures. The congregants in the study did also 
expressly and regularly speak of discerning and deferring to the leadership of God for 
their congregations in the present. This voicing coincides with the finding that they were 
aware of God being actively involved in their current transformation and engaged in an 
ultimate purpose of blessing in which their congregational and general ecclesial vocations 
are implicated – an eschatological reality that by extension they are serving. Arguably the 
good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening is reflected by River Ridge 
Christian Church in its resurrection into a new location and life, by Cityside Christian 
Church in its healing of the pastor/laity/neighborhood rift, and by Hilltown Christian 
Church in its embodying the vocation of racial reconciliation. 
 
Pertinent Question Number Three: How Do Disciples  
Perceive the Transformation Into Faithful Witnesses  
to Take Place Theologically? 
 
As was the case out of the exposition of the three scripture texts, these 
denominational documents do not offer a single or systematic theological account of how 
“church for us” bodies are transformed into faithful ecclesial witness-bearers. They do 
agree that ultimately, God is the author of such a change, and all of them offer various 
elements that might, in composite, contribute to a transformation process.  
Alexander Campbell once defined regeneration as: “the whole process of 
renovating or new-creating man,” and posited that “holy character” was formed over time 
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through the church and its ordinances, likening it to a “school of Christ.”141 In The 
Christian System, he proposed a process142 of steps for the regeneration of individuals, a 
combination of what God does and what we do:143 (1) God makes the loving overture, 
coming to humanity in Jesus Christ, which is“the fact” to which scripture testifies; (2) 
individuals respond to this fact with faith, (3) which brings about repentance, and (4) 
calls for baptism, (5) resulting in the gift of the Holy Spirit and newness of life.144 Unless 
one were to attempt to extrapolate directly from the aforementioned steps to the 
corporate, societal, and cosmic realms, Campbell did not provide a systematic theological 
account of these types of transformation.  
With the two other founders, Campbell did start and lead a corporate ecclesial 
reform movement. Were we to adopt their example and adapt it to the transformation of 
congregations, we might: (1) notice and name a problem, (2) try first to change the 
church from the inside, and (3) when prevented, strike out on our own, gathering partners 
into a new way of being church. 
The Design supports the idea that the church should change; it names the 
imperative that the church adapt to changing times and context, acknowledges the need 
                                                
141Ibid., “holy character” (49); “school of Christ” (251). 
 
142Ibid., “views . . .” (44); Campbell used “facts” as “something done,” particularly what God has 
done” (89-90); For regeneration as a process, see: 222, 241. 
 
143Boring, Disciples and the Bible, 41. 
 
144Campbell, The Christian System, 222. Campbell did not always include all of these steps, nor 
always in the same order, nor with the exact same terminology. Later, Walter Scott, condensed them to five 
fingers: Faith, Repentance, Baptism, Remission of sins, and Gift of the Holy Spirit/Promise of eternal life, a 
formula designed as a technique of evangelism and education among children. 
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for new forms and the flexibility of missional structures, and it gives permission for 
continual renewal, revision, and reform. Still, the governance document gives no explicit 
practical or theological account of how transformation takes place. “The Word” of 1981 
says that “a new vision of the church” is needed to meet the purpose of witness,145 but 
like the other voices in this chapter’s conversation, it does not provide a more detailed 
description of the process of transformation into this vision.  
Since one of the 2020 Vision goals is the transformation of one thousand needy 
congregations, one would expect this document to speak to pertinent question number 
three. While it does suggest that such change takes time and will take place over time, it 
does not offer a process of congregational transformation or a theological account of how 
it occurs. In lieu of such, one might attempt inferences of process through the manner in 
which Dr. Hamm developed this 2020 Vision and shepherded it to adoption. First, he 
became aware of and analyzed the current situation, along with the contemporary context, 
next articulated the problem as he understood it and expressed the urgency to deal with it, 
then cast a vision that incorporated concrete, measurable imperatives for action, and 
lastly proposed the structural means to meet these goals. These steps mirror quite closely 
John Kotter’s Eight-Step Process for Leading Change.146 But as far as the quest of this 
section for an explicitly theological account of transformation, Hamm names spirituality 
as an important element, without delineating the role of God in any more detail. 
 
                                                
145Ibid., preface to 2008 reissue, 54. 
 
146 This approach is described at 
http://www.kotterinternational.com/kotterprinciples/ChangeSteps/, [accessed March 13, 2013]. 
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Summary of the Theological Claims from 
this Dialogue and the Adjusted  
Dissertation Arguments 
 
 
The dialogue with theological sources authoritative to Disciples has confirmed 
that ecclesiology, both theoretical and lived, is actually a principal thread in the weave of 
this church tradition. It has also demonstrated that, while witness is not the only ecclesial 
image to be found in scripture or Disciples tradition, nor through this limited examination 
can it be argued to be encompassing of all others, the ecclesial telos and ecclesial identity 
of “church for witness” is compatible with Disciples tradition and can be recommended 
to its congregations attempting transformation without reservation.147 The exploration of 
the seven texts surfaced, as well, thirteen general characteristics of ecclesial witness.148  
                                                
147For Disciples to “own” an ecclesial telos of witness for its transformation mandate would never 
translate into a singular or legalistic articulation around the nature of the church, especially given Disciples 
polity and their propensity to negotiate normativity with each other. Those who are more inclined to utilize 
“missional church,” for example, as the goal of congregational transformation, would not necessarily 
perceive irreconcilable differences with “church for witness.” However, there could be rewards in 
expanding ecclesiological reflection upon and between the concepts of “missional church,” “covenantal 
church,” and “church for witness” among the Disciples. 
A discussion of terminology between “witness” and “missional” merits more space, but I support 
the former along the following lines of argument. (1) Church as faithful witness connects to Acts 1:8, the 
lesser-known commission referenced in the 2020 Vision, over the “Great Commission” of Matthew 28:19, 
thereby implicitly supporting “witnesses” over “making disciples.” Instead of a church going full out on its 
own stamina, church at “witness” more immediately communicates faithfulness and formation over growth 
and production, as well as underlines the role of the Holy Spirit in fulfilling this commission. (2) In my 
observation of these changing congregations, witness seems to come prior and mission soon after, an order 
consistent with scripture: “We love because God first loved us” (1 John 4:19, NRSV). In other words, the 
church initially witnesses something of the in-breaking desires of God that changes it, and next causes it to 
reflect this, and at the same time, calls it into a particular, related action or mission. Then, while engaged in 
this mission, it witnesses more of the reign of God, which changes it further and transforms others, 
emanating another wave of witness and issuing another call to a specific projet of love in action, all 
together creating a kind of mutually reinforcing “witness circle,” if you will. (3) The term “witness” 
transmits a more direct connection between the church and Jesus Christ, who is considered to be the 
supreme witness. The advantage of this word is that, “mission” points to what Jesus did, but not necessarily 
to who he is; “witness” conveys both at once. (4) “Witness” more straighforwardly imparts a right use of 
power, or at least brings up fewer nightmares of mission gone wrong. While witnesses are just as 
susceptible to the temptations to superiority-seeking and use of force, the phrase “missional church” curbs 
this inclination less, and even rallies the ‘troops’ in this “do something, anything” culture to urgently and 
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As stated at the end of chapter six, the case study congregations, after they had 
turned the corner of transformation, did not consider the church to be an end in itself, and 
this research project argues that the vocation of the church is about showing forth a 
greater reality than the church. An adequate ecclesial telos for the ministry of 
congregational transformation, then, has an eschatological horizon. The dialogue with 
this chapter’s theological partners has posited as the normative “eschatological telos” for 
congregational transformation “the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God 
happening.”149 In other words, the faithful church is a witness-bearer to this theological 
reality, and this ought to be the explicit goal of transforming congregations. Furthermore, 
“the good news of Jesus Christ” carries four senses,150 including “the reign of God 
                                                                                                                                            
frenetically “build,” “achieve,” and “attain” the kingdom, whereas the aim should be to tread lightly and 
treat the reign of God humbly, as a gift over a possession, communicating serenity along with and above 
urgency. “Witness” also has the potential to take seriously and assuage some of the compelling critiques of 
feminists, to hold faith with the Disciples’ anti-racism priority, and demonstrate integrity with the way God 
exercises freedom, agency, and power. (5) Finally, the idiom of “witness” is uncommon enough in today’s 
context to gain a fresh hearing. Imagine if the church were to describe itself as “witness” more frequently, 
how this could at least open the door to the question: “witness to what?” 
 
148(1) Word and deed, through integrated beliefs and practices; (2) corporate and individual, 
mindful of ecclesial relation and covenant; (3) enacted publicly and visibly, from a compassionate, though 
cautiously critical stance in regard to the world; (4) verbal and explicit, but also silent, and without obvious 
results; (5) can be refused; (6) derived from local spiritual gifts linked to the call of God, thus emmanating 
into a broad range of potential activity; (7) divinely directed and empowered; (8) borne in the present and 
in context; (9) the content is what witnesses have seen, heard, and experienced, which includes the past, the 
future, and what they themselves have experienced of God’s love in action in the present; (10) evaluated in 
terms of reliability and faithfulness; (11) nonconforming and counter-cultural; (12) may culminate in 
martyrdom; (13) witnesses are formed and always in the process of becoming.   
 
149I submit this wording all the while realizing its length is not optimal for everyday faith 
conversations. In such situations, “the good news of God’s leading,” might better serve. The terms would 
also need to be unpacked theologically, not necessarily communicating on their own their counter-cultural 
and counter-intuitive qualities. 
  
150(1) Bearing witness to that which Jesus bore witness – the reign of God, (2) bearing witness to 
him and what God was doing in him, (3) bearing witness in him/God/Holy Spirit, and (4) the ministry done 
in his name. 
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happening,” the nature of which is counter-cultural and counter-intuitive in at least four 
different directions.151 When this telos is synthesized with the thirteen characteristics of 
witness, a definition of Christian witness emerges: to reliably show forth to others within 
one’s own time and context, in being, word, and deed, as individuals and in company, 
what one has seen, heard, and experienced of God’s loving activity, both past and 
present, on behalf of the world and particularly through Jesus Christ. 
 So, in answer to the specific research question for Phase Two, this dissertation 
argues the definition of congregational transformation to be the practical theological and 
spiritual process by which declining congregations become intentional witness bearers to 
the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening; and they ought to be engaged 
in this change process in order to fulfill their vocation as church. Upon this foundation, 
the dissertation’s overall research question has also found its reply. The implicit goal of 
the Disciples’ 2020 effort – to become “faithful church” – has been confirmed as a 
worthy definition of “success,” and foregrounding ecclesiology, both theoretical and as it 
is practiced in congregations, is a constitutive endeavor that promises to help 
congregations meet the denominational goal. 
 The above theological conclusions have direct connections to and implications for 
transformational leadership. As surfaced from the descriptive findings, faithful and 
effective leadership for congregational transformation ultimately depends upon divine 
leadership. The exchange with the theological dialogue partners in this chapter makes the 
                                                
151(1) The reign of God’s social and relational monotheism, (2) its being both a verb and a noun 
reality, (3) its nonhierarchical and dominating character, and (4) that it sponsors a distinctive people and 
life consistent with the counter-cultural divine character.  
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case that “divine leadership” is another way of communicating the theological category 
of the “reign” or “rule” of God. Since a faithful church bears witness to the good news of 
Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening, a congregation that is in the process of 
transformation into faithfulness as church is one that is following the lead (“reign” as a 
verb) of God in the present, as did/does Jesus Christ. To say it another way, a 
transforming congregation is one that practices the reign or lead of God, as it dances to 
the leadership of the Divine. Congregational leaders, then, must turn toward God in order 
to discern and follow the Holy One’s direction, and as they do, they are showing forth the 
gospel in their theopraxis. Others will then witness the good news in and through them. 
Therefore, the end or telos of the ministry of congregational transformation that is being 
argued by this chapter is also the means of faithful congregational transformation. 
Moreover, the numerous theopractical changes that comprise the transition from “church 
for us” to “church for witness,” which Phase One identified – those that must be carefully 
shepherded by the congregation’s leadership – ought to reflect the good news of Jesus 
Christ: the reign of God happening, and be taken up at the direction and according to the 
dance rhythm of the divine leader, whether named God, Jesus Christ, or Holy Spirit.  
As a matter of lived ecclesiology, then, congregations are changing in the right 
direction and making progress when their way of living as church reflects the good news 
of God’s salvation, when they incarnate the spirit of Jesus Christ, when they are a sign of 
the reign of God, and when others can see all of this happening in them in the present. 
Once success at witness is articulated in this manner, a transforming congregation has at 
its disposal a basic curriculum for ecclesial education, as was the basileia of God for the 
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early church in Acts, one that will facilitate their readiness and build their capacity for 
faithful change. Leaders, following the leadership of God, can shepherd this focus so that 
it infuses the congregational system of beliefs and practices across the twelve areas of 
congregational life, serving as the standard for congregational evaluation, and, in making 
headway toward its vocational telos, giving the local body of Christ reasons to celebrate. 
 The theological claims that have been forged from this dialogue also tender 
implications for the Disciples denomination. First, it ought to embrace ecclesiology as the 
saturating reality it is and take the objective of “faithful church as witness” much more 
seriously and integral to the current efforts to transform existing congregations in 
decline.152 Integrated with ecclesiological awareness, the denomination would benefit 
from revisiting Campbell’s thought and wisdom around the place of Christian unity, that 
is, as it being in service of the church’s greater vocation of witness. As a second point, in 
agreement with the 1981 “Word to the Church,” this research argues that Disciples 
should bring the reign of God to the forefront of theological education, along with 
ecclesiology. In doing so, it might be able to re-ignite the eschatological passion and 
millennial expectancy of the founders to its reward.153 Finally, were Disciples to 
                                                
152It appears that this was attempted in the 1998 compilation of the “Words To The Church,” 
under the title, The Church for Disciples of Christ, in which the Commission on Theology desired to “sort 
out the essentials” of what it means to be Disciples of Christ” and to answer “the most basic and all-
embracing question facing the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) today: what do Disciples think it 
means to be church?” Preface to the 2008 reissue, 4. The hope was that the circulation of this document 
would stimulate study groups and continuing conversation within the denomination; guides being published 
to this end. It is difficult to determine how far and wide this information spread, especially given that such 
follow up cannot be mandated in Disciples polity. The general ministry executive of the Council on 
Christian Unity also expressed with a sigh in our phone conversation, March 3, 2012: “It is hard for 
Disciples to sustain a theological conversation.”  
 
153Mark G. Toulouse labels this founding “Eschatological Principle” as one of four that have 
shaped contemporary Disciples identity. Toulouse, Joined in Discipleship, 10, and Chapter 5. Commenting 
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incorporate these theological conclusions into its systems of clergy formation and 
continuing education, the desired ends for the ministry of congregational transformation 
would more likely be reached. Clergy leaders who are equipped to practice the reign/lead 
of God will be more capable of discerning God’s direction in the midst of the pressures of 
pastoral ministry and to appropriately negotiate leadership with the laity as they pledge 
together to dance this good news and bear witness to it.  
 As to pertinent question number three, the dialogue in this chapter with texts 
Disciples consider authoritative did not produce a singular, systematic theological 
account of the process by which congregations change into faithful witnesses. It did 
reveal the consensus that God brings about transformation in relationship with the church 
over time, and proposed following and dancing to the lead of God as the means of 
bearing witness to this reign. It also surfaced several elements, such a repentance, 
educational preparation, becoming attuned to the surrounding context, and developing a 
communion with the Holy Spirit, as contributing to a renovation of ecclesial identity, but 
these components of congregational theopraxis were not shared by all the texts, nor 
offered as steps in any particular order. If congregational transformation is likened to a 
dance between the leading God and the willing body of believers that enables the latter to 
become faithful witness-bearers, a theological choreography is yet lacking. The definition 
of congregational transformation has been crafted, the rationale for embarking upon this 
                                                                                                                                            
upon the 2009 issued Disciples Identity Statement – “We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for 
wholeness in a fragmented world. As part of the one body of Christ, we welcome all to the Lord’s Table as 
God has welcomed us” – Dr. Sharon Watkins, the current General Minister and President, elaborated upon 
the concept of “wholeness” as a term that means to convey Disciples’ core values, connecting unity, 
mission, and the reign of God/shalom. Interview by author, March 5, 2010, transcript, 5. 
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process has been articulated, and the hoped-for end has been identified for this ministry, 
but the theological means or “bridge” to Phase Three has yet to be completed.   
Granted, some might argue that since Disciples are content not to have theological 
uniformity, and want to insure congregational freedom and flexibility, it is not 
particularly necessary to expand the theological explanation of transformation beyond 
God’s agency in relationship with them. Others might add the point that becoming more 
clear about how this congregational change occurs theologically will not guarantee that 
practitioners will not sabotage or separate the means and the end.154 Still others might 
contend that all the details of how transformation occurs do not need to be known in 
order for it to transpire; people can drive across a bridge without understanding its 
engineering, for instance. In support, the descriptive findings from concrete 
congregations in Phase One indicated that faith communities may be changed without 
conscious awareness of the theopractical process they are following or of the details 
about how God is bringing about the change as they work together at it. 
Even so, chapter seven’s theological claims for congregational transformation 
constitute a partial and inadequate bridge in three respects. (1) Even though the reign of 
God has been patently asserted to be counter-cultural good news, the minimal response 
to pertinent question number three that “God transforms the church” is not sufficient on 
its own to defend against hierarchical and patriarchal reversions. Since the counter-
                                                
154The following is only a partial list of the potential manipulations of the means and end in 
transformation: (1) To reduce and objectify the theological norms and even the Divine. (2) To 
instrumentalize the Divine as a tool or a widget. (3) To either overstep or under-reach in the relational 
dance with God, that is to try to either force change to happen, or to give God nothing firm to hold. (4) To 
ignore the counter-cultural features of the reign of God and to revert to the hierarchical habits of power and 
control. 
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cultural character of the reign of God can so easily be overlooked in the course of 
congregational life, and especially so under the stress of major change, an acceptable 
bridge to practice needs to be reinforced at this weak juncture in order to demonstrate and 
engender end and means integrity in faithful congregational transformation. This 
dialogue, therefore, could benefit from a feminist theological perspective. 
(2) The theological claims put forward by this chapter, while grounded in the 
tradition, also clearly speak from their own time and not necessarily to the intellectual 
landscape of the present. An additional, contemporary theological voice – particularly 
one that correlates to an understanding of the cosmos as relational and process-oriented – 
would help construct a supportive, up-to-date bridge. 
(3) The purported theological claims of this chapter contain solid clues to the 
faithful theopraxis of congregational transformation, but the current response to pertinent 
question number three does not probe deeply enough into how the divine/human 
relationship makes the change into witnesses happen, that is, to the extent to which a 
willing congregation could most effectively cooperate with this activity of God. Since the 
transformation into witnesses is like a dance with God, church practitioners 
understandably want to ask: How do we perceive and follow the leading desires and 
communications of the Divine? Since we are free to participate or not, how does God 
manage to transform human beings and communities without force? Is there a discernible 
rhythm to the movement of the church as it changes, of which it can be aware? The goal 
is a theological account from which consistent strategies for praxis can be drawn.   
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The desired bridge will never be rigid, it cannot claim to be foolproof, and it is 
unable to prescribe made-to-order instructions for every body of believers in each locale 
that decides to step out on faith and be transformed. Nevertheless, in order to address the 
three points of inadequacy outlined above, in the next chapter, this practical theology will 
invite an eighth interlocutor to the table for another installment of theological reflection: 
the feminist process-relational theologian, Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
THE THEOLOGICAL BRIDGE TO PRAXIS: A  
CONSTRUCTIVE CONVERSATION WITH  
PROCESS-RELATIONAL THEOLOGY  
 
 
Introduction 
 
The previous chapter initiated the first installment of formal theological reflection 
in this practical theology. Through dialogue with scripture and Disciples tradition on 
pertinent questions issuing from the descriptive phase, I identified two theological norms 
for the ministry of congregational transformation: (1) the telos of these efforts is for 
congregations to become the faithful witness-bearing church in their settings, and (2) 
faithful congregations testify in body, word, and action to the good news of Jesus Christ: 
the reign of God presently occurring. Together these two norms should be allowed to 
shape the congregation’s customized, local vocation statement, the vision toward which a 
new congregational ecclesial identity is lived out. They also supplied the what, why, and 
end of congregational transformation, culminating in a definition of congregational 
transformation.1 The question of how the transformation into faithful witness-bearers 
takes place returned the baseline thesis that God is constantly and actively engaged 
(reigning) through love, initiating transformation and salvation (good news) in the world 
and in the church, in a dance-like relationship. The conversation partners, however, did 
not specify or concur on further details about how this relationship brings about a 
congregation’s transformation, leaving the hoped-for bridge to practice unfinished. 
                                                
1Definition: Congregational transformation is the practical theological and spiritual process by 
which declining congregations become faithful church, that is, witness-bearers to the good news of Jesus 
Christ: the reign of God happening. 
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The purpose of the second installment of reflection in this chapter is to engage a 
contemporary and feminist theological voice, sufficiently compatible with the 
aforementioned conclusions, to span the divide from the tradition to present-day practice. 
More precisely, the purpose of the present chapter is to answer pertinent question number 
three more copiously and clearly, with the assistance of the theology of Marjorie Hewitt 
Suchocki, in such a way that theopractical integrity between the end and the means of 
congregational transformation can be realized. The resources Suchocki brings to this 
conversation promise to address what was named as lacking and at stake at the close of 
chapter seven: (1) to reinforce the counter-cultural nature of the reign of God to which 
the church bears witness, and this in order that the bridging theological account does not 
revert to hierarchical and patriarchal patterns of exclusion or to an exercise of power that 
sabotages its nature and the church’s witness to it; (2) to speak in categories of 
cosmology, relationship, and process that gain a hearing in today’s cultural environment 
without sacrificing the church’s own lived truth, and this in order to honor both the 
ecclesial vocation of witness and the contextual neighbors among whom this witness is 
given; (3) to forge a more detailed and specific theological account of the transformation 
that brings about this desired change of church identity.  
 
Method 
 
Three steps will be taken to achieve this aim. I will first briefly introduce process 
thought as a resource and conversation partner. Secondly, I will present Suchocki’s 
feminist process-relational theology under the three salient themes of chapter six, and 
particularly note its support of the two theological norms from chapter seven. In the third 
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place, I will build upon and adapt the process models of Whitehead and Suchocki to 
propose a rhythm of transformation into faithful ecclesial witness that is relevant to the 
congregational setting.  
 
General Introduction to Process Thought 
 
Process theology derives from the metaphysical philosophy of Alfred North 
Whitehead.2 It takes as axiomatic the dynamic and experienced3 relationality4 of the 
universe: that the universe is constantly changing,5 and that in their interdependence all 
                                                
2Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, Corrected Edition by David Ray Griffin and 
Donald W. Sherburne (New York: The Free Press, 1978). 
 
3Supporting the proposition that process theology privileges experience, see among others: 
Whitehead, Process and Reality, 3, in which he claims that his “speculative philosophy” intends to be a 
system of ideas by which “every element of our experience can be interpreted;” Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, 
What is Process Theology? A Conversation with Marjorie (Claremont, CA: Center for Process Studies, 
2003), 5-6, places process theology in the group of theologies since the nineteenth century that has 
recognized “the role of our own subjective experience in how we develop theology . . . social location, 
gender, nationality . . . religious experiences – our interpretation of the presence of God in our own lives;” 
Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki, “Coming Home: Wesley, Whitehead, and Women,” in Thy Nature and Thy 
Name is Love, eds. Bryan P. Stone and Thomas Jay Oord, eds. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 51, 
connects experience, one of the four sources within Wesley’s quadrilateral, as an important link to process 
and feminist thought; Bernard Lee, The Becoming of the Church (New York: Paulist Press, 1974), 53, 
points out that Whitehead did not view actual entities as subjects that have experiences, but that “each 
actual entity is a throb of experience,” thus situating experience and event as the base of existence; Bruce 
G. Epperly, Process Theology: A Guide for the Perplexed (New York: T&T Clark International, 2011), 1, 
155, claims that process theology, along with postmodernism, understands that theological narrative is 
grounded in personal experience and local perspective, and argues that this grounding ought not prevent 
theological visions, such as process metaphysics, from joining these narratives to a global perspective; 
Lucinda A. Huffaker, “Feminist Theology in Process Perspective,” in Handbook of Process Theology, eds. 
Jay McDaniel and Donna Bowman (St Louis: Chalice Press, 2006), 177, identifies process’ starting point in 
human experience as one of the affinities it has with feminism. 
  
4The theme of relationality in process theology is ubiquitous, but in support, see among others: 
Whitehead, Process and Reality, xiii, who refers to this proposition as “relatedness;” Suchocki, God Christ 
Church, 253; Suchocki, What is Process Theology? 1-3, 6; John B. Cobb, Jr. and David Ray Griffin, 
Process Theology: An Introductory Exposition (Philadelphia: The Westmister Press, 1976), 18; Epperly, 
Process Theology, 21-23. 
  
5Process theology holds that all aspects of reality are in process and changing. Examples of this 
foundational claim include: Whitehead, Process and Reality, xii, 22, 349, where Whitehead uses multiple 
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entities of creation have an effect upon all others, though experiencing this at various 
levels of consciousness,6 and that all forms of existence are engaged in a process of 
“becoming,”7 or “concrescence.”  
To describe this process, Whitehead focuses in upon the behavior of creation’s 
most basic units – the innumerous “droplets”8 of energy that compose all matter – quanta 
events that Whitehead terms “actual occasions” and “actual entities.” He postulates that 
these elemental entities are incessantly involved in “creative advance,”9 according to a 
recurring rhythm of four stages or moments, flowing from one to the other seamlessly: 
prehension, selection, satisfaction, and superjectivity.10  
                                                                                                                                            
terms to signify this dynamic movement, such as “becoming,” “concrescence,” and “the creative advance 
of the world;” He writes that “the actual world is a process of actual entities becoming,” and that God 
exemplifies change: “In every respect, God and the world move conversely to each other in respect to their 
process.” In addition, Suchocki, God Christ Church, 11, writes that “the process of integrating relationships 
produces reality . . . change pervades existence and change is a function of relationality.” See also: Cobb 
and Griffin, Process Theology, forward. 
 
6Many process thinkers contend that all forms of reality, including nonhuman existence, 
participate in concresence/becoming, whether consciously or not. Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, 17, 
report that Whitehead (P&R, 253) “rejects the idea that there are experiencing and nonexperiencing 
actualities . . . . In many circles, experience has been equated with consciousness, whereas in other circles 
consciousness is seen as a high-grade form of experience . . .  [according to Whitehead] all actualities 
experience, but only a few experiences rise to the level of consciousness . . . . Even in experiences in which 
consciousness is attained, [it] lights up elements which had already been unconsciously experienced in the 
concresence.” In other words, consciousness is a late development in the process of concrescence. Epperly, 
Process Theology, 23-26, underlines the process experience of nonhumans. 
 
7Whitehead, Process and Reality, 22. 
 
8Suchocki, God Christ Church, 238. 
 
9Whitehead, Process and Reality, 21, 28. “Creative advance” is one way that Whitehead speaks of 
the process model of becoming; it is a creative movement into novelty. This phrase is used for the 
movement of both actual occasions and the world through time. 
 
10For further information on prehension, see Whitehead, Process and Reality, Part I, 18-23, and in 
Suchocki, God Christ Church, 241-4. Selection is described under “contrasts,” in Whitehead, Process and 
Reality, 24, and in Suchocki, God Christ Church, 242, 245-6. Whitehead writes that “the many become 
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The process of becoming unfolds with the “physical pole” of each actual occasion 
“prehending” or feeling at a profound, intuitive level the elements of the past that it 
carries within itself, while its “mental pole” prehends the possibilities pertaining to the 
future. Out of the infinite treasury of potentialities in God’s keeping, God offers the 
actual occasion an “initial aim” that is best suited to its future “becoming,” in line with 
God’s “primordial vision” for all of creation. The actual occasion next sifts and sorts 
through these past realities and future options, including the initial aim from the Divine, 
“selecting” what it will incorporate into itself. In other words, it sloughs off negative 
prehensions and retains positive ones, thereby becoming a new actual occasion, achieving 
a momentary, integrative, “satisfaction.” This new ‘self,’ then, has a “vector effect” or 
“superjectivity,” thrusting itself into the immediate future. This, its “objective mortality,” 
becomes the base of being for the subsequent concrescing moment.  
According to process thought, the Divine is and desires to be in relationship with 
all actuality. God’s “dipolar” nature,11 both “primordial” and “consequent” – thereby 
both transcendent12 and imminent – refers to God’s ability to be in on-going, dynamic 
relationship with every concrescing actual occasion. Divine dipolarity enables God to 
                                                                                                                                            
one,” 21. For more on satisfaction, see 25-6, 40, in Whitehead, and in Suchocki, 242-4, 246, 259. 
Superjectivity is treated in Whitehead, 28-9, 45-7, and in Suchocki, 239-40, 244-6, 250, 259; “vector 
effect,” 239. 
 
11For discussions of divine dipolarity, see Whitehead, Process and Reality, 343-6, Suchocki, God, 
Christ, Church, 249-52, Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, 47-8, and Lee, The Becoming of the Church, 
85-94. Suchocki, 66-7, defines the consequent nature of God as God’s knowledge of actuality, and the 
primordial nature as God’s knowledge of possibility. 
 
12Out of her feminist stance, Suchocki describes the “transcendence” of God as the “more than” of 
the power of relation, “God, Sexism, and Transformation,” in Reconstructing Christian Theology eds. 
Rebecca S. Chopp and Mark Lewis Taylor (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 41. 
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embrace the past, future, and present at once, holding and determining the gradations of 
value that are inherent in the infinite possibilities of the future, plus communicating aims 
from the realm of the possible that are best fitted to the progress of the concrescing entity. 
By virtue of this nature, God draws an actual occasion forward from its current state into 
a more intricate and beautiful harmony with the divine vision. According to process 
thought, God is the explicit home of all possibilities, the source of novelty, and therefore, 
an ally in liberation. 
Given the relationship between God and the world, Whitehead posits a reverse 
concrescence for God. Said differently, God is engaged in the process of becoming too,13 
but in the opposite and complementary direction from actual occasions.14 God’s 
experience of  “satisfaction” is achieved via engagement with and in the physical realm. 
Furthermore, during every concrescing moment, God gathers up the choices that the 
actual occasion has let go, along with those that it has selected, as well as the newly 
formed actual occasion it has become, continually harmonizing these choices into an 
                                                
13In process thought, the Divine is not just implicated in this dynamism as the entity that created 
and somehow initiated this forward motion. As Whitehead, Process and Reality, 343, articulates it: “God is 
not to be treated as an exception to all metaphysical principles, invoked to save their collapse. [God] is their 
chief exemplification.” Process theologians rarely accent the role of the Divine as Creator because of the 
traditional theistic categories that rush to glom onto this title. They generally conceive of any original 
creation to have taken place ex material (creation out of existing material), not ex nihilo (creation out of 
nothing), in order to deal with questions of theodicy, and in order to uphold human freedom. Among others, 
see Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, chapter 3, who argue God as “creative, responsive love.” Robert 
Cummings Neville, Creativity and God: A Challenge to Process Theology (Albany, NY: State University 
of New York Press, 1995), 8, critiques the metaphysical philosophy of Whitehead for separating the 
process of creativity from God, viewing creativity as an ultimate principle not lodged within God’s self.  
 
14Suchocki, God Christ Church, 248, helpfully likens this relationship to a puzzle, in which 
creation, comprised of all the inter-locked pieces, is missing the last. This last piece must be a reverse of 
those just around the empty space. This one piece that completes the puzzle, complementing the juts and 
indents, is the Divine, and thus, God acts by the “reversal of the process dynamics of reality . . . in order to 
account for the power of possibility [which] does not violate the model; it completes it.” 
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increasingly, complex unity. God thus serves as both “the source and destiny of the 
world.”15 Therefore, the universe, structured for transformation, is moving through time 
like a “dance,” to the “rhythm” and in the “mystery” of this relationship.16 
Others have built theologies upon the metaphysical formulations of Whitehead 
and fellow philosopher Charles Hartshorne,17 including some that intentionally correlate 
process thought to different forms of liberation theology. Within this collective, Marjorie 
Hewitt Suchocki is considered both a process and feminist theologian,18 calling her own 
version “process-relational,” intending to capture its concern with dynamism in the term 
“process” and its value upon interconnection in the idiom “relational.”19 In line with the 
baseline premise established in chapter seven, Suchocki’s theology offers a theological 
                                                
15Ibid., 253. 
 
16Ibid., 13, 246. 
 
17The Center for Process Studies website, Charles B. Cobb lists books by Hartshorne that put 
forward his major ideas: Beyond Humanism: Essays in the New Philosophy of Nature (Chicago: Willet, 
Clark & Company, 1937), Man’s Vision of God and the Logic of Theism (Chicago: Willet, Clark & 
Company, 1941), The Divine Relativity: A Social Conception of God (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1948), and Reality as a Social Process: Studies in Metaphysics and Religion (Glencoe: Beacon Press, 
1953); http://www.ctr4process.org/about/process/Hartshorne, [accessed January 20, 2011]. Epperly, 
Process Theology, 12-7 cites five process theologians across three generational stages as key to the 
development of this theological ‘school:’ Charles Hartshorne, John Cobb, Norman Pittenger, Bernard 
Loomer, and David Griffin.  
 
18 Suchocki claims the moniker of “feminist” for herself. In her essay, “The Challenge of Mary 
Daly,” Encounter 41 (1980): 317, she writes: “This vision (referring to the Christian vision), as well as the 
feminist vision, is integral to who I am and to who I am becoming.” Other works where her feminism is 
explicit or prominent are: “Coming Home: Wesley, Whitehead, and Women,” in Thy Nature and Thy Name 
is Love, eds. Bryan P. Stone and Thomas Jay Oord (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2001), 49, “Earthsong, 
Godsong: Women’s Spirituality,” Theology Today,45, no. 4 (1989): 392-402 and “God, Sexism, and 
Transformation.”,” in Reconstructing Christian Theology, eds. Rebecca Chopp and Mark Lewis Taylor, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), 25-48. 
 
19 Suchocki, “What is Process Theology?” 3. Also online at: 
processandfaith.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/What_Is_Process_Theology.pdf 
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account of how the divine relationship with creation and particularly with the church 
ushers in liberative transformation in the direction of God’s reigning vision, and how it 
changes the church into its true vocation as witnesses to this good news reign. 
 
The Feminist Process-relational Theology of  
Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki in Response  
to Pertinent Question Number Three 
 
The Nature of the Church 
 
One of the features of Suchocki’s theology that recommended her voice be at this 
table was its ecclesial-sensitivity. As noted earlier, the process model focuses in upon 
“actual occasions,” the smallest dots of energy moving and changing through time, but it 
conjectures that the manner in which these behave at a quantum level is manifested and 
carried out on larger planes, and in relational clusters of various kinds. Thus, groups of 
actual occasions, such as “nexus,” “eternal objects,” “societies,” and “corpuscular 
societies” follow the same rhythm as these petite entities.20  
Process theologian Bernard Lee projects that one genre of a “society” of actual 
entities would be the church.21 The actual occasions in such a society share an attribute or 
                                                
20Whitehead, Process and Reality, describes these plural forms and their qualities across these 
pages as a sampling: 19-20, 22, 24, 34-5, 108-9, 194-5. For her part, Suchocki in God Christ Church refers 
to “groups of larger items,” 237, and in The Fall to Violence: Original Sin in Relational Theology (New 
York: Continuum, 2004), 60, “aggregates of entities.” One of the places that Suchocki describes this 
process of change in relational clusters on larger planes is in, The Fall to Violence, 104-5, illustrated in 
nature by the alder tree, and in human community via the social problem of pollution. 
 
21Whitehead’s Process and Reality includes no section on “the church.” He does refer to plural 
forms of actual occasions and, according to Bernard Lee, The Becoming of the Church, 164-5, Whitehead 
“gives us a metaphysics of individual-in-community, which should almost be one word, so intimate and 
inextricable are individual and community: reality is essentially social.” Lee then proceeds to argue that if 
there be any slight imbalance between the two in Whitehead, it is that he tends to give a bit more attention 
to the individual, though not near what we might think of today as a “psychological individualism.” 
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value with each other in spatial unity that, in turn, is promulgated from moment to 
moment during concrescence, thereby enacting a temporal unity. A “society” then is a 
magnificent cluster of actual entities that hold together and continue forward in sync.22 
Though I am not attempting here as fine and precise an identification as Whitehead when 
he writes of plural groupings, this dissertation does extrapolate from the quantum plane 
of an actual occasion to the broader performance of human and congregational societies 
or bodies in “creative advance” as if they were actual occasions writ large. 
Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki adds that, with multiple centers of consciousness, these 
societies actually move and change together through the group’s “intersubjectivity.” That 
is, compared to an individual who functions through its singular subjectivity, centered in 
consciousness, diffused through his or her body, a group operates through 
intersubjectivity of purpose, disseminated through its structures, communication, and 
practices. She posits that this adhesive force is stronger and its identity more conscious 
when a group’s core mission or purpose is clear and woven throughout the system.23 
Suchocki’s insight here exquisitely connects to the descriptive finding of Phase One that 
a telos or purpose – specifically a congregational vocation statement – is absolutely 
critical to the transformation of congregations.  
Suchocki includes ecclesiology as one of the three members of her ‘trinity’ in 
God Christ Church. A full explication of her process-relational theology in this regard is 
                                                
22Lee, The Becoming of the Church, 80-1. 
 
23Suchocki, The Fall to Violence, 119-27 defines “intersubjectivity” as the force of feeling and 
relationship that is mediated through structure in a group or institution. Her assertion about intersubjectivity 
and group purpose (120-1) certainly connects to this project’s findings about congregational culture and 
ecclesial vocational identity. 
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beyond the scope of this section, but in bare summary,24 she argues that we live in a 
relational world, in which God is “for us” in presence, wisdom, and power – her process-
relational doctrine of God. In Jesus Christ, we know God as presence, as he is 
incarnationally with us in a manner that redeems, revealing the love, justice, and reign of 
God – her process-relational christology. His incarnation is continued in the church, 
which renders it an “anticipatory sign of God’s reign in human history,” and from the 
church we know God as wisdom – her process-relational ecclesiology. Then, from the 
destiny and hope of the reign of God on earth and the reign in God everlasting, she asserts 
that we know God as power, which responds to our longing for justice25 – her process-
relational eschatology. The prominence that Suchocki gives to ecclesiology and 
eschatology, and the relationship between the two, complements the norms concerning 
church as witness and its witness to the reign of God. 
 
 
 
                                                
24See Suchocki, God Christ Church, Part Two, chapters 4-7 for her doctrine of God; Part Three, 
chapters 8-10 for her doctrine of Christ; Part Four, chapters 11-14 for her doctrine of the church; Part Five, 
chapters 15-17 for her eschatology. In The Whispered Word, 32, Suchocki defines the church as “the 
continuing incarnation of God as the body of Christ in the world.” “It is commissioned to do the work of 
Jesus Christ in the world” (29). Consistently, in God Christ Church, she writes: “the incarnation of God in 
Christ must be completed by the incarnation of Christ in the church, through the means of Christ in God.” 
Since Jesus actualized God’s aim, “conforming himself to it,” he became “the incarnation of God’s will 
toward good for us” (132). This claim affirms the stance of this project concerning “the good news of Jesus 
Christ.” She also connects the church to the reign of God as “anticipatory sign . . .” (190), called to “reflect 
the reign of God in human society,” (217) and seeing God’s reign as the norm of the church (222). Doing 
so certainly supports the argument of this project of “the reign of God happening.” Other language and 
descriptors that Suchocki utilizes for the church are: “communities of Christ,” “redemptive communities,” 
“communities of radical love, trust, and hope,” and “a counterforce society.” 
 
25Ibid., 85, 191, 193, 74. Suchocki writes of “just relationships to others,” “justice and love in 
society,” and defines justice as both “mutual well-being” and “the inclusive well-being of society.” Justice 
is an earmark of the reign of God. While we are free not to integrate God’s aim, when we do, justice 
becomes historically feasible. 
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The church and change 
 
Suchocki honors the church’s Jewish-Christian heritage, its own doctrinal 
formulations, and its traditions. At the same time, she reconstructs many of its faith 
claims,26 re-traditions many of its practices,27 and contextualizes them to respond to 
presenting issues of existing society.28 In this regard, Suchocki’s ecclesiology is change-
                                                
26Ibid. Examples of this propensity are found in her coverage of original sin, the traditional Greek 
categories of omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence, the Nicene creed and creedal fragments, such 
as “Christ crucified” and “Christ risen,” the distinction between general and special revelation, the four 
traditional marks of the church: one, holy, apostolic, and universal, the Lord’s Prayer, the trinity, and the 
sacraments “rightly administered.” In In God’s Presence: Theological Reflections on Prayer (St. Louis: 
Chalice Press, 1996), 6-13, she also discusses the dichotomy that has historically been drawn between 
epistemologies of revelation and nature. 
 
27Suchocki gives a great deal of space to matters of lived ecclesiology, perceiving that the person 
of Jesus Christ and these church practices help the individual believer and the congregation to align with 
the aims of God and to mature in the marks of the faithful church. She delves into the sacraments most 
particularly in God Christ Church, chapter 13. She takes up mission and prayer in the same work, chapters 
14 and 17. Suchocki has also written books on each of the topics of mission, prayer, and preaching: 
Divinity and Diversity: A Christian Affirmation of Religious Pluralism (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2003), 
In God’s Presence: Theological Reflections on Prayer, and The Whispered Word: A Theology of 
Preaching. Preaching – the “proclaimed word” – is a way that the “revealed Word of God” – Jesus Christ – 
comes to us, The Whispered Word, 13, 16. In the same work, chapter 3, particularly p. 36, Suchocki 
explains how the sermon, as an example of an ecclesial practice, creates a shared corporate identity and 
communicates “Christly possibilities” (this language also in GCC, 155) to its hearers. Among the benefits 
of church practices or “holy habituations” (God Christ Church, 157-8) are that they: (1) raise individual 
and corporate consciousness around God’s offered, initial aims, in such a way that these can be prehended 
and selected, GCC, 161, 218, Whispered Word, 13, 27 (concerning the practice of worship), 65, (2) form 
and mature members of the church, creating over time in them and together a Christian identity, WW, 31-7, 
65, (3) connect church members to each other, GCC, 159, In God’s Presence, 45, (4) motivate them to 
connect to others outside of the church, GCC, 219-22, Divinity & Diversity, 80-2, WW, 37, I GP, 45-7, (5) 
awaken longing, WW, 14, 33, (6) increase communal strength and confidence, GCC, 219, (7) represent the 
church’s apostolicity, unity, and holiness, GCC, 156, 161, (8) help us prehend the “present quality of the 
past,” GCC, 162, (9) push us to adopt new forms of practices, GCC, 162, WW, 41, change us, D&D, 85-7, 
IGP, 89, 126, (10) bear witness to who Jesus is for them, D&D, 114, (11) inspire the community of faith 
into service and “societal witness,” GCC, 161, 163, IGP, 48, (12) create a shared missional identity among 
the practitioners, one of “humility and love,” GCC, 178, and (13) connect us to the reign of God GCC, 179, 
217, 222, 224, IGP, 107. 
 
28One example of this contextualization is her recasting the “symbol” of the reign of God by 
drawing it out as a realm in which dialogue and cooperative action can occur between different religions, 
especially as Christians extend “friendship” (Jesus calling his disciples “friends”) to the “stranger,” Divinity 
& Diversity, 75-87. 
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friendly. One example is her treatment of the time-honored ecclesial mark of unity. She 
argues that church unity is actually anchored in God and our shared future in Christ, not 
in our particularities or in the past.29 “The ‘essence’ of the Christian faith may well be a 
malleable witness,” she says, “depending upon transformations again and yet again of an 
inherited word that God is for us.”30 “Faithfulness to the proclamation of God’s love 
toward us will require that the [church] be responsive to change, willing to let go of 
former ways in order to develop ways that are appropriate to the changed 
circumstances.”31  
Her theology is likewise liberation-aimed in terms of societal justice and feminist 
concerns. She writes of the gospel as a “counterforce to sin,” and of the church as a 
counterforce society.32 The pressure of this ecclesial counterforce is directed toward the 
“litmus test” of God’s reign: justice and the welfare of the disadvantaged and poor within 
the society.33 In the essay “God, Sexism, and Transformation,” she argues that doctrines 
of God have been developed in response to the prevailing conceptions of evil, and 
employed to structure society in preventative trajectories. Congruently, in this work she 
makes the case that oppression is the picture of evil in today’s world, answered by a 
                                                
29Ibid., 138, 143-6, 150-1. 
 
30Suchocki, God Christ Church, 5. 
 
31Ibid., 141. 
 
32Ibid., 27 and 119. Suchocki writes of this as being the “power of God for new life.” 
 
33Ibid., 199. See also p. 119. She defines the mission of the church as “proclaiming the 
resurrection through structures that promote inclusive well-being.” 
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reconstructed doctrine of God. What is more, she contends that five feminist pillars assist 
in this enterprise, including the redefinition of salvation as an active, empowering, 
liberation from oppression.34 
At the same time, Suchocki’s theology is not at all naïve. She realizes that the past 
that actual occasions and congregations carry in and along with them as they enter 
concrescence may be liberating when it grounds and empowers the resolve to change, but 
can also be limiting, as in the process model the past naturally lobbies to repeat itself, and 
if the actual entity selects to continue the status quo.35 Concrescence may also be 
painfully incremental. Moreover, if one construes a congregation as a corporate ‘self,’ 
then a congregation as well as the individual Christian has the ability to absolutize that 
‘self’ and deny the reality of its relational existence,36 which for her qualifies as “social 
sin,” exhibiting the symptoms of isolation, fragmentation, and powerlessness.  
By distorting reality and living against the grain of relational existence, we cut 
ourselves off from the full resources of existence. We lock ourselves away from 
our true well-being through sin. The paradox is that while we ourselves built the 
prison, we built it with our own existence. Therefore, we do not have the strength 
to break the prison down, and we are trapped by and in sin.37 
 
 
                                                
34Suchocki, “God, Sexism, and Transformation.” Her thesis concerning evil, the doctrine of God, 
and social structure is developed on pp. 25-35. The five feminist pillars for reconstruction (37-46) are: (1) 
relationality over immutability, (2) immanence over transcendence, (3) unmaleness, (4) liberation through 
empowerment, and (5) nondualism. 
  
35Suchocki, God Christ Church, 161-2, discusses the ecclesial sacraments as touchstones by 
which the church is enabled to witness to love and justice, and from 239-40, for the power of repetition in 
leading the church to conformity with the past. 
 
36See chapter 2 in God Christ Church, particularly pp. 26-7. 
 
37Suchocki, God Christ Church, 27. 
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She adds:  
 
The movement into sin is at that point where one (a congregation) refuses to move 
into the integration process, so that one refuses death its appropriate form. A 
deeper mode of this sin is not in the exigencies of a known and relatively 
immediate death, but when we constitute our living almost entirely as a protection 
against death.38 
 
Here Suchocki hints at the debilitating sin that a “church for us” ecclesial identity 
is living and projecting: “When our response to death is to close ourselves off against a 
future that is still possible for us,”39 as is the habit and plight of most declining 
congregations, God still holds resurrection possibilities and presents individuals (and 
congregations) with made-to-order initial aims. This divine forgiveness, which we see 
embodied in Jesus Christ, who offered the redemption of “eschatological forgiveness,”40 
is extended over and over to every actual occasion during concrescence in the form of 
“Christly aims”41 that allow us to begin again. Therefore, the theological corrective to 
congregational decline and death is a God that emancipates through a robust 
divine/human partnership, a living, daily communion that releases those in bondage to the 
past and empowers their alternative choices for a God-inspired, life-giving future.42  
                                                
38Ibid., 23.Ibid., 23. This quote brings to mind congregations stuck in the malaise of decline. 
 
39Ibid., 22. 
 
40Ibid., 187. Suchocki refers to Jesus’ exercise of this forgiveness as integral to the reign of God, 
and by extrapolation, we can assume that the body of Christ – the church – will also liberate through 
forgiveness. Later (194), she defines eschatological forgiveness as “God’s initiative in breaking through our 
inabilities,” that is, continuing to offer us initial aims toward our becoming that break the habits of our past. 
 
41Ibid., 161. 
 
42Ibid., 241, on the novelty introduced by God. 
 
 
 
 
325 
Suchocki’s theology thus helps puts the descriptive findings of this project in a 
broader theological framework. The numerous changes that the three case-study 
congregations negotiated in order to live again, and into their ecclesial vocation, thereby 
dramatically transforming from one way of being and doing church to another, were not 
simply cosmetic, but substantive and liberative.43 Not only were these congregations 
called upon to become generally flexible and open to change, but as unpredicted outside 
events and internal surprises wove in and out of their adaptations during their processes, 
defying their control, there were multiple ways that their transformations might have 
derailed, gone wrong, or failed. Thus their outcomes were never utterly assured. 
Suchocki’s account of transformation does not underestimate the pull of the status quo, 
the lure of “church for us,” and the tyranny of the “principalities and powers”44 upon 
social structures, congregations, and human lives, but it accents and returns over and over 
again to the real hope that in relationship with the Divine there can be emancipation.  
 
The church and context 
 
Suchocki’s ecclesiology is attuned to the impact of cultural context upon the 
church and to the need for the church to contextualize theology for its faithfulness. First 
                                                
43Welsh, ed., The Church for Disciples of Christ, 32. In the 1981 “Word to the Church” the church 
is described as a “liberative community,” “liberative” carrying two connotations: (1) God’s forgiveness and 
justification of sinners in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ which issues forth new life and 
releases from sin, and (2) God’s liberative and redemptive work of witness in the world, carried out in these  
“spheres of activity:” evangelism, daily outreach, prophecy, and projects of love, justice, and peace. 
 
44 Ibid., 33. This document contends, under the heading of “prophecy:” “the church calls the 
principalities and powers of the world to account.” The phrase “principalities and powers” is biblical, in 
partial or complete form, found in Rom. 8:38, Eph. 1:21, Col. 1:16, referring to angelic agents of oversight 
through world systems, which according to Walter Wink, The Powers That Be: Theology for a New 
Millennium (New York: Doubleday, 1998), 1-7, can either work with or against the will of God. 
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of all, she is passionate about communicating the good news that God is for us in 
presence, wisdom, and power, calling for a spirituality that hones in on the surrounding 
environment,45 and one characterized by love and humility.46 Secondly, she argues that 
this message should be communicated in forms of ritual and language that are 
comprehensible and up-to-date.47 Third, she avers the vocational obligation of theology 
to speak in the language of the existing intellectual environment. In this regard, process-
relational theology appeals to some of today’s “plausibility structures,” particularly in its 
quantum-friendly premises, its relational view of reality, and its unflinching acceptance 
of ubiquitous change.48 As this theology takes for granted a more up-to-date worldview 
than that of the biblical narrative and that of the nineteenth century in which the Disciples 
founders were steeped, it thereby reads and interprets the traditions of scripture and of 
Disciples in a manner that is more easily reconciled to today’s presuppositions and 
communicated to today’s audience. Furthermore, though process theology was 
formulated in the twentieth century, under the influence of modernity, it also still 
manages to gain a hearing within the unfolding postmodern context.49 
                                                
45Suchocki, “Earthsong, Godsong,” 398. 
 
46Ibid., 178. 
 
47Suchocki, God Christ Church, 141, 162, 229-236. 
 
48Ibid., 1-4, plus Suchocki, “What is Process Theology? 4, on the idea of speaking in the tongues 
of the times. For “plausibility structures,” Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy: Elements of a Sociological 
Theory of Religion (1967), 45, and n. 20 on p. 192, writes: “each world requires a social ‘base’ for its 
continuing existence as a world that is real to actual human beings.” A plausibility structure is the 
sociocultural contexts for systems of meaning within which these meanings make sense, or are plausible. 
 
49In “Deconstructing Deconstruction,” 136, Suchocki makes the case that process-relational 
theology differs from a modern epistemology and more corresponds to a postmodern theory of knowing in 
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Fourth, while Suchocki distinguishes between the “reign of God” in the historical 
world and the “reign in God” everlasting,50 God’s sphere of labor and the context of 
God’s superjectivity, mission, and witness, if you will, envelopes the time-space 
continuum. She says: “God works with the world as it is to guide it into what it can be.”51 
Two implications of this claim are that there will always be contextualized “forms of the 
reign that are appropriate to our times,”52 and that the reign of God is “happening.” Fifth, 
and possibly most foundationally, God’s love for humanity necessarily signifies a divine 
interest in the context of every living thing, and when God’s word (initial aim) is 
tendered, it is incarnationally keyed into the peculiarities of the actual occasion’s 
personality, time, and surrounding space.53  
So it is that process-relational theology achieves a contemporary display of the 
Christian faith that appeals to the ecclesiological aims of this dissertation project, its 
norms concerning Christian witness, and the need for a soundly constructed ‘bridge,’ that 
suits the intellectual landscape of the present. By its grasp of the relational nature of 
existence, Suchocki’s insights also lure the case-study congregations and the theological 
                                                                                                                                            
at least a couple of ways: (1) the way that it understands the transference of energy is more complicated, 
negotiated via “routes of myriad infinitesimal entities,” as contrasted to a direct, one-to-one cause and 
effect, and (2) its more complex portrait of consciousness during the process of becoming, especially in its 
system of judgment and discernment between elements internal to the actual occasion. 
 
50Suchocki, God Christ Church, chapters 15, 16, 17. 
 
51Ibid., 89, 188, 220, 223, and In God’s Presence, 31. Furthermore, in Earthsong, Godsong, 398, 
Suchocki explicates: “If God is present to the world, leading it to its good, then each time we reach out to 
embrace the world for its good, we tap into God’s own concerns.” 
 
52Ibid., 191. 
 
53Suchocki, The Whispered Word, 4-6. 
 
 
 
 
328 
sources further and more deeply into today’s context than they have already ventured. 
Her insights most surely raise the stakes for witness as the church considers the degree of 
interpenetration between itself and the contemporary context. 
 
The church as witness 
 
Following Alfred North Whitehead’s ontological principle,54 Suchocki repeats: 
“to be (or exist) is to have an effect,”55 and “where there is power, there is actuality.”56 
Since existence is relational and interdependent: “to be in relation is to be affected by that 
which is and therefore to have an effect on that which becomes.”57 There is “a 
transmission of energy” from one concrescing event to the next, an internal effect shared 
with other entities in the vicinity.  
While neither Whitehead nor Suchocki use the language of “witness” for this 
vector effect, it is implied and compatible. Superjectivity is embodied witness, if you 
will, an organic overflow, not necessarily a separate action, but an overflow that does not 
preclude choosing specific witness actions. The transitional energy emitting from 
concrescence is directed first to the harmony of the actual occasion, and secondly toward 
others, that is, to affect the world beyond itself. (In significant contrast, the superjectivity 
                                                
54Whitehead, Process and Reality, 75, describes actual occasions as the “res vera” of existence. 
He turns to this term from Descartes to get at the sense of his term “actual,” though, unlike Descartes, he 
does not conceive of “res vera” nor of an actual entity as a substance. Moreover, Whitehead argues the 
ontological principle of actual occasions, because when we look for the “reason” of things, it is lodged in 
them (24). 
 
55Suchocki, God Christ Church, 35, and “Deconstructing Deconstruction,” 136. 
 
56Ibid., 247. 
 
57Suchocki, “Earthsong, Godsong,” 397. 
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within the Divine’s concrescence is reversed, in that God’s initial aim is first for others, 
and secondly, for God’s own becoming.58) 
To elaborate a bit further, that which an actual entity has become, by virtue of the 
past it has kept and the future it has selected and adopted into itself, is automatically 
projected outward. Alive and new, it exerts an influence. If during concrescence the 
actual entity has indeed selected God’s initial aim, or ruling lead, for its becoming, an 
aim in line with the primordial vision of the Divine (reign of God), then this aim and 
vision will be perceived by others within the new actual entity going forward, thus 
bearing witness to it. God’s desire for the entity and for the world will show forth out of 
the whole unique package of what the occasion has now become. On the other hand, if 
the actual entity rejects God’s aims or opts for retaining exactly what already is, this 
choice, too, will be on display. On the plane of a church “society,” then, a transforming 
congregation bears witness to whatever it has become thus far, and insofar as it has 
received or discerned the present good news of the customized reign of God vision (the 
“initial aim”) and chosen to integrate this into its lived being as did Jesus Christ, it will 
organically project a congruent witness in all directions. So the community of faith 
authentically bears witness to what it has experienced and selected of God’s loving 
leadership and the change this has wrought.  
Process-relational theology is inclined to think of “superjectivity” (witness) in 
categories like unto some of the thirteen characteristics59 of witness revealed out of the 
                                                
58Suchocki, God Christ Church, 250. 
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labor of chapter seven. As just a sample, superjectivity, like faithful ecclesial witness, is 
public and visible, non-coercive though undaunted, displayed in one’s own time and 
context, and always in process. Additionally, should the actual entity adopt the novel 
possibility that God holds out for it, this superject would contrast with the status quo, thus 
projecting a counter-cultural witness, as should be the case for the faithful church.  
Suchocki is committed to and concerned that the message of “God for us” be 
given witness and communicated to the needy world.60 Though process-relational 
theology construes witness to be a natural outgrowth of the choices an actual occasion 
has made in prior steps, Suchocki is not neutral about the content of this witness, nor does 
she communicate that this superjectivity is an entirely passive happening. The tone of her 
theology imparts a felt, yet non-frenetic urgency about witness, and in more traditional 
language, she avers that via the moment-by-moment movement of our ecclesial 
becoming, “we are all eye-witnesses to the resurrection . . . called to the apostolic 
witness.”61 In order to draw out Suchocki’s understanding of the reality to which the 
                                                                                                                                            
59According to the consultation with theological sources in chapter seven, faithful witness is 
carried out: (1) both in word and deed, (2) by individuals and groups, (3) publicly and visibly; (4) it can be 
expressed verbally and explicitly, or silently, without obvious results, but (5) non-coercively, allowing 
refusal. Faithful witness (6) is derived from the intersection of local spiritual gifts and the discerned call of 
God, (7) ought to be divinely directed and empowered, which renders it joyful and bold, (8) in one’s own 
time and context. The content of witness is (9) what the witness has seen, heard, and experienced, and (10) 
it is to be accurate and reliable; (11) it is regularly nonconforming and counter-cultural. Faithful witness 
(12) may lead to martyrdom, but not necessarily. (13) Witnesses are formed and continually in process of 
formation. 
 
60Suchocki, GCC, 1. This theological claim is her first sentence, and in the first chapter, she refers 
to the church communicating this good news. Therein, she also introduces process-relational theology as a 
means of articulating this good news in terms that make sense to people in real life. 
 
61 Ibid., 142. 
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church is bearing witness, and its connection to the theological norms being proffered by 
this study, a brief look at her christology and eschatology is merited.  
 
The church’s witness to the good news of Jesus Christ 
 Suchocki’s theology conforms to the four facets of “the good news of Jesus 
Christ” argued by chapter seven. As one, process-relational theology views the good 
news of Jesus Christ as the saving work that God was accomplishing through Jesus Christ 
on behalf of the world. In this regard, Suchocki writes of Jesus Christ as God’s creative, 
redemptive Word, that is, the initial aim, revealed and incarnated. God in Christ, present 
in Jesus’ life, ministry, death, and resurrection, signifies the depth of God’s knowledge of 
the human condition:  
The incredible reality revealed on the cross is that God’s love does not cease in 
pain, or even the pain of death. We easily assert that God continues to love us in 
our pain, but what the theology of the cross, expressed in process terms, requires 
us to acknowledge is that God continues to love in God’s pain.  
 
It is only through the fullness of God’s identification with us, given most deeply 
on the cross, that we can be identified with God. In process terms, our forms of 
resurrection, whether in history or in God’s everlastingness, are purchased by the 
depth of God’s knowledge of us. Without God’s identification with us in our 
crucifixions suffered and perpetrated, our resurrection would be impossible.62 
 
                                                
62 Ibid., 158. Suchocki, The Whispered Word: “initial aim” (3-4); revealed and incarnated (13-4); 
Jesus Christ as God’s word is also woven throughout the whole text, and she describes (17) that the 
whispered word (aim) became a “shout” in Jesus Christ. In God Christ Church, 91-2, she develops the 
conditions of an “incarnation” within the process-relational frame: (1) there must be a readiness or “fullness 
of time” for it, (2) the initial aim that is accepted must be “a full communication of the nature of God,” (3) 
the initial aim must be “adopted fully by the recipient, and (4) the incarnation must happen continuously in 
the course of the recipient’s existence, by that one’s “assent . . . in every moment;” “Jesus received . . .” 
(God Christ Church, 132); “pervasively present . . .” (Ibid., 47); “the incredible reality . . .” (Ibid., 110); “it 
is only through . . .” (Ibid., 158). 
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A cause of this shared pain is that God does not force God’s will upon humanity, and at 
the same time, the world rejected the active presence of the Divine. Therefore, “the good 
news of Jesus Christ” is actualized in the real back and forth of relationship as humans 
choose to cooperate or not with the missio Dei.  
 As a second facet of the good news of Jesus Christ, process-relational theology 
echoes that individuals and groups can be in Christ by grace and through faith. As Jesus 
selected and integrated God’s initial aims in all circumstances of his earthly existence, he 
bore witness to (superjected) those aims into the midst of the world, a reverberation that 
in turn gave his life, ministry, death, and resurrection a powerful objective immortality. 
His willing embodiment of God’s primordial vision raises human consciousness as to the 
content of this vision; it shapes Christian identity and empowers others to repeat his 
witness through their own selection of “Christly aims”63 as God offers them. 
 Third, since the church is Christ’s continuing incarnation, Suchocki proffers that 
the good news of Jesus Christ is the ministry done in his name. In other words, “the 
fullness of Christology waits upon the church.” As it “lives from its identity in Christ, it 
becomes a holy community,” able to accept and integrate its Christly aims from God, 
exercise its “response-ability,”64 and participate with humility in God’s mission of love 
and redemption.65 It is in practicing the divine word through sacramental and ecclesial 
life that the church is equipped to witness. In addition, Jesus’ relationships with the poor, 
                                                
63Suchocki, God Christ Church, 161. 
 
64Ibid., 136. 
 
65Ibid., “the fullness of Christology . . .” (129); “lives from its identity. . .” (148). 
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the outcast, and the other point the church to its own ministries of faith and economic 
sharing, healing, liberation, friendship, hospitality, and justice.66  
 
The church’s witness to the reign of God happening 
 
 In the fourth place, Suchocki’s theology understands the good news of Jesus 
Christ as that which Jesus himself taught and embodied: the reign of God. According to 
Suchocki, the “basileia” of God, though enigmatic to translation, was a conspicuous 
concept, central to Jesus’ preaching.67 She advises the church to discern God’s guidance 
for today’s world via the scriptural account of God’s reign, because God’s rule as Jesus 
understood and lived it defines the character of divine superintendency and the dynamics 
of the divine/human relationship for Christians and the church.68 In process-relational 
terms, because “Jesus responds positively to God’s influence in each moment of his life, 
in Jesus, God’s reign is already present.” Suchocki adds: “the emerging scholarly 
consensus seems to be that Jesus understood God’s reign already to have begun in his 
                                                
66Ibid., 192ff. Suchocki suggests current ways to perceive God’s guidance in today’s world, which 
are also ministries that signal the reign of God: contemporary movements toward liberation, the renewal of 
nature, and breaking through religious boundaries.  
 
67 Ibid., 184. In the same chapter, Suchocki elaborates upon Jesus’ parabolic teachings about the 
reign of God, which she argues indicate the ordinary, hidden, surprising, and joyful nature of God’s reign. 
She also underlines the “reversal of values” that Jesus wrought in his ministry, such that the reign of God 
was often experienced with and by outsiders. Another of these reversals was his “overturning [of] the 
notion of kingship” (190). 
 
68Suchocki’s eschatology in God Christ Church, chapters 15-17, distinguishes between the reign 
of God in historical time and the reign in God, which occurs eternally or everlastingly, that is, beyond 
history, and yet also contemporaneously with history, because the reign in God represents God’s primordial 
and continual harmonizing of all the prehensions, choices, and results of the concrescence of actuality with 
God’s own concrescence, in such a way that the primordial vision is “satisfied.” The discussion in this 
dissertation’s section on eschatology above only reflects directly upon her reign of God eschatology, 
though admittedly, given process relational dynamics, hints of the reign in God are always present, just in 
the background. 
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own person.” At the same time, “he also looked for the fullness of God’s reign in a time 
yet to come.”69 So according to the scripture upon which this dissertation has heretofore 
focused, to Disciples ecclesial tradition, and to process-relational theology, the reign of 
God is all at once happening, imminent, and on the horizon.  
It is also crucial to note that Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki’s treatment of eschatology 
upholds the four counter-cultural facets of “the reign of God happening” as they were 
presented in chapter seven, collectively meeting the related criteria for completing the 
bridge. (1) Suchocki would concur that God is the only, true, and universal God, and 
additionally that this monotheism exhibits dynamic, social, and relational characteristics; 
the trinity being complexity in unity.70 Suchocki asserts that the divine/human connection 
is a transformative love relationship, with real give and take, but she does not portray it as 
a partnership between peers.71 Instead, God is “more than” in relationship to the world, 
though a “transcendence harnessed by immanence.”72 The ultimacy of God remains, but 
this sovereignty is not understood in the traditional theistic categories derived from Greek 
philosophy, such as omniscience, omnipotence, impassability, and immutability.73  
                                                
69Ibid., 187.-88. 
 
70Ibid., 229. 
 
71Suchocki, The Whispered Word, 22, 33. 
 
72Suchocki, “God, Sexism, and Transformation,” 41. 
 
73See Suchocki, God Christ Church, chapters 5-7, in which she revises the frames of 
omnipresence, omniscience, and omnipotence into God as presence, wisdom, and power. Concerning the 
frame of omniscience, the process-relational God does not and cannot know the exact future due to the 
unpredictability endemic to the mix and complexity of the inter-related universe, along with the results that 
come with the freedom of human choice, which God honors. However, the primordial nature of the Divine 
does mean that God knows human beings better that they know themselves and has knowledge of all the 
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At the base of the divine/human relationship is God for the world in abiding 
presence, deep wisdom, and justice power. The God of Suchocki’s process-relational 
theology loves us, “yearns for our redemption, and cares passionately for our well-
being.”74 In this regard, she mirrors a central theological conviction of Alexander 
Campbell:  
The universe issued from the goodness of God. Not to display his power and 
wisdom, but to give vent to his benignity, God created the heavens and the earth, 
and peopled them with all variety of being . . . executed the designs of eternal 
love . . . . All God’s designs are for the diffusion of bliss on the largest possible 
scale.75 
 
At the same time, and without contradiction, it is God’s role to attribute value to 
the plethora of possibilities in God’s keeping, to weigh the behavior of human 
community, to note the discrepancies from the primordial vision, and to harmonize the 
contrasts, all suggesting judgment as part of God’s sovereignty, and Suchocki maintains: 
“without judgment, there is no justice.”76 God’s goal in evaluating human behavior is not, 
however, to punish disorder and disobedience, but to educate and redeem. God “judges 
                                                                                                                                            
potentialities. When God’s experience over time in relationship with the world is added into this matrix of 
cause and effect, God is able to bring a deep wisdom to bear upon engagement with the world. When it 
comes to the frame of omnipotence, the desire for God to be all-powerful arises from our longing for justice 
and for a redress of evil. God’s power for justice is in God’s inter-relation, the embrace of all possibility, 
and the capacity for harmonizing to good all that exists, even injustice, toward an achievable justice. “God 
influences the world in keeping with the divine character, and thus leads the world toward modes of justice. 
So we address the evils of our existence in the hope that they can be overcome.”” (84)). 
 
74 Suchocki, God Christ Church, 221. 
 
75 Campbell, The Christian System, 16. 
 
76Suchocki, God Christ Church, 200. 
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the world as it is and calls it to what it might be,”77 in order to empower the fulfillment of 
the primordial vision through forgiveness, patiently and continually extending to actual 
occasions and societies transformative aims for their adoption and growth. 
(2) The second of the four counter-cultural facets of the reign of God that 
Suchocki confirms is that the reign of God is, counter-intuitively, a vision noun and a 
verb at the same time. While to my knowledge, Suchocki does not specifically equate 
God’s “primordial vision” with the reign of God, this may be because it is more accurate 
to think of the primordial vision as the reign of God in vision form (noun), and God 
tendering initial aims to the world as God reigning (verb), that is, leading and guiding 
creation to that primordial telos. Congruently, Suchocki writes: “Insofar as the world 
responds positively to [God’s] influence, [it] will be living according to the reign of God 
in history.”78 
Another suggestion concerning the reign of God as both verb and noun is 
Suchocki’s insistence that the reign of God is always in process:  
The reign of God continuously calls us to a new future in history, and even if this 
future is actualized, God will transcend it once again with yet another call to 
anticipate God’s reign in new ways. Continuity rests with the guidelines, but 
discontinuity rests with their ever-new application in time.79  
                                                
77Ibid., 185. That God’s judgment and evaluation is ultimately for the growth of the one being 
evaluated was a prominent sub-theme of chapter seven’s study scriptures, particularly Rev. 1-3. 
 
78Suchocki, God Christ Church, 34, calls the primordial vision “the norm by which God 
transforms the world, unifying it with that vision.” She later clarifies that “the primordial vision is a 
knowledge of the possible as possible; it is not a knowledge of the possible as actual – and herein lies the 
reality of the future in its character of genuine possibility, and therefore, contingency. Which possibility 
becomes actual in finite history is indeterminate” (66). “The content of God’s aim . . .” (quote on 191); 
“insofar as the world responds . . .” (188). 
 
79 Ibid., 191. 
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Just so, as the reign of God happened in Jesus Christ when he selected and integrated 
God’s personalized aims in line with the primordial vision, when the body of Christ 
adopts God’s aims for it in its own time and context, logically, here also, the reign of God 
is occurring, both the goal and the going toward the goal, not completely here, and yet 
happening now. Indeed, as she indicates is the case with individuals, the church’s 
“identity is constantly being created through a series of becomings.”80 
(3) Process-relational theology upholds, as well, the third of the four counter-
cultural facets of the reign of God: that God exercises sovereignty relationally, 
organically, and liberatively. The manner of God’s leadership is directive but never 
imposed, guiding by persuasion, and God’s desires are only incarnated with human 
consent and cooperation. Suchocki anchors this claim in Jesus’ witness to the reign of 
God: “Not the coercive power of might but the relational power of the love of God and 
neighbor marked his reign.”81 Authority accrues to the Divine from knowing and loving 
the ‘subjects’, from being present and in solidarity with them, communicating with 
humankind through all available openings, freely moving in history unto the liberation 
and salvation of the world within the parameters of genuine love. The divine/human 
relationship, then, is more like a dance of mutuality, “whose rhythms unite the universe,” 
with “both receiving and giving,” through the “touch of God.”82  
                                                
80Suchocki, GCC, “highest value” (165); “norm” (222); “anticipates” (224); “identity . . .” (10). 
 
81Ibid., 190. 
 
82Ibid., 13, 166, and 60 and 218. 
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(4) The fourth of the counter-cultural facets of the reign of God supported by 
Suchocki’s theology is that God’s exercise of leadership creates a people and nurtures a 
communal life that is different from the normal experience upon this planet. It fosters a 
church that is consistent with the character and reign of God. The church becomes a sign 
of the reign of God as it “anticipates” and opens itself to the radical reign, showing forth 
the marks that Jesus laid out for God’s reign: (a) freedom of the forgiveness of sins, (b) 
transformation of social and personal structures of existence unto liberation, (c) gracious 
inclusiveness toward all peoples and nations toward communities of peace and justice, 
and (d) ecological responsibility so that the abundance of the natural world is renewed.83 
Another worthy mark of the reign of God that she repeats and that encompasses the other 
four is justice.84 
 
A check-in with Disciples tradition 
How does process-relational theology compare to the particular ecclesial tradition 
of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ)? In chapter one, I sketched the preliminary 
themes that rendered process-relational theology attractive as a dialogue partner for 
Disciples, and the interplay of the parties during the background research for this project 
brought forward others: a valorization of human agency under God, the exercise of 
persuasive power over that of a forced uniformity, and an appreciation for the insights of 
                                                
83Suchocki, GCC, 191, 193, 196, and 219. This list represents a synthesis of several of her lists, 
using differing language. 
 
84Ibid., Suchocki describes the reign of God noun as “justice and love in society,” 191,”the full 
establishment of God’s justice,” 201, and “visualized as achievable,” 77. The reign of God as a verb is that 
“God fashions transformative possibilities of justice for the world in every moment,” 191. Her emphasis 
brings to mind the 2020 Vision and its mark for the church of “a passion for justice.” 
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the natural world and science for faith.85 As to points of healthy tension between them, 
the depth and extent of the relational side of process-relational theology may challenge 
and inform the Disciples as they continue to live into the denominational visions of unity 
in diversity, a covenantal ecclesiology, and an identity of “wholeness in a fragmented 
world” (the Disciples Identity Statement – 2009). The implications of a fully relational 
God within process-relational theology may also rattle classical theism and spur more 
rigorous theological thinking among the Disciples. Additionally, the dynamic, pervasive 
understanding of change inherent to the process side of process-relational theology may 
push the Disciples beyond the boundaries of change that they have heretofore imagined 
as integral to their 2020 Vision imperatives.   
In welcoming Suchocki as a conversation partner, I am not suggesting that the 
pastors or the three case-study congregations would be familiar with her theological 
perspective or the general framework of process theology, let alone be inclined to adhere 
to it. Generally speaking, like many other moderate, mainline Protestants, Cityside and 
River Ridge, and even the liberal-leaning Hilltown would not be comfortable with some 
                                                
85The two topics of human agency and persuasive power have been footnoted or developed in 
chapter seven. The third concerning science and religion has not been explored in this dissertation until 
now, but a general appreciation among Disciples for science can largely be traced to Alexander Campbell’s 
thought. He begins The Christian System, 1, with the universe as the confirmation of all the “systems” of 
creation, including the “Christian.” Consider also his writings and lectures as the founder and president of 
Bethany College, arguing a single epistemology for faith and science. Lester G. McAllister, ed. An 
Alexander Campbell Reader (St. Louis: CBP Press, 1988), 68-71, provides excerpts from Campbell’s 1838 
address to the students at New Athens College, about a decade before the publication of Darwin’s Origin of 
the Species and prior to later controversies around higher criticism; its thesis: “God and his works are the 
basis of all the science in the world. But as the universe is not without God, nor God without his universe, 
so no science, physical or ethical, can be thoroughly learned without the revealed knowledge of God . . . . 
The intelligent Christian makes the greatest proficiency in studying nature and the Bible by making them 
subservient to each other – sometimes interpreting the Bible by nature, and at other times expounding 
nature by the Bible. They are two voices speaking for God – two witnesses of his being and perfections; but 
neither of them is wholly adequate to meet all the variety of human circumstance without the other.” 
Campbell’s position of complementarity, while nuancing across the years, has nonetheless perdured. 
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of the suppositions organic to process-relational theology. One of these is that God 
changes in relationship with humanity and creation (although many process theologians, 
like Hartshorne, qualify this axiom by saying that God’s character does not change86). 
Another corollary that might prove troubling to them is the process-relational argument 
that God does not know the exact future.87 Nevertheless, Disciples’ acceptation of a wide 
spectrum of theopraxis definitely carves out room for dialogue, and the three 
congregations might be receptive to learning about process-relational theology. Beyond 
this mitigating factor, it is clear per the data that the participants in these three 
congregations would resonate with process-relational’s notion of “becoming,” at least 
insofar as it signifies growing, maturing, and changing together over time. These 
participants aspired to seek and follow God’s aims in every moment, which is the goal of 
optimal prehension in the process model. On the balance, the points of congruence 
between the Disciples and process-relational theology, as long as Disciples are operating 
within the open, irenic side of their identity, create fruitful space for continued dialogue.   
 
The Relationship of Theology and Practice  
  
Process relational theology connects to the salient theme of the relationship of 
theology and practice through its metaphysical88 concept that an actual occasion has two 
                                                
86Epperly, Process Theology, 14, attributes this idea to Hartshorne. 
 
87Among others, see: Epperly, Process Theology, 21: “The future is not predetermined but open 
and surprising for us and also for God,” and Suchocki, God Christ Church, chapter 6, which is an extended 
discussion on God’s knowledge as wisdom, rather than as knowledge of the precise details of the future. 
 
88As William E. Kaufman, The Evolving God in Jewish Process Theology (Lewiston, New York: 
The Edwin Mellen Press, Ltd., 1997), 54, points out: the metaphysician is one who “seeks the general 
characteristics that pervade the entire universe. Metaphysics is a systematic investigation into the nature of 
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“poles” – the “mental,” which might be comparable to theology, and the “physical,” 
which more easily corresponds to practice. That the mental pole serves as a receptor for 
the primordial communications of the Divine also links to the way that this project is 
construing the reign of God as both a verb and a vision noun, because the reign of God 
end (God’s primordial vision) should be visible in the means, that is, in God’s leading or 
reigning, which, as has been said, occurs through the customized initial aims that God is 
constantly communicating to the actual entity.  Consequently, when the actual entity 
selects this divine aim, accepting it into itself, this integration is automatically thrust 
forward in time and space, serving as a witness to both the entity’s newness and to God’s 
leading, vision, and aim. In the next moment of concrescence, then, this same entity will 
be able to prehend via its physical pole this divine aim as already integral to its own 
makeup. Therefore, the process-relational account of how theology (mental pole) and 
practice (physical pole) relate to one another and to the reign of God helps explain how 
actual entities may transform in congruence with the divine dominion.  
Suchocki’s theology goes a step further under this salient theme to expound upon 
the nature of the sacraments89 and of other ecclesial practices, doing so in a fashion that 
affirms the lived ecclesiology construct of congregational theopraxis in use by this 
project. In brief, she proffers that the sacraments of baptism and the Lord’s Supper 
feature both a “constant” and a “relative” dimension or pole.90 It is her contention that the 
                                                                                                                                            
being, a search for general ideas and the universal features of experience to illuminate everything that 
happens.” Whitehead aimed to give an account of what is and how it operates. 
 
89Suchocki, God Christ Church, chapter 13. 
 
90Ibid., 139, 152-4. 
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constancy of a sacramental practice is its grounding in the gospel of Jesus “crucified and 
risen, [which] reveals to us that God is [indeed] for us.”91 I perceive equivalence between 
this articulation of the gospel – the belief that “God is for us” – and the theological 
component of theopraxis and the constant pole of a sacrament. Suchocki writes, as well, 
of the relative pole of ecclesial practices. She understands this to be the impact that the 
gospel of Jesus crucified and risen has upon the experience or practices of people in their 
present circumstances. To say this more plainly, the relative pole of a sacrament 
corresponds to the praxis side of congregational theopraxis. In the instance of baptism, 
this sacrament’s constant and relative poles connote that: 
Jesus identifies with us in his baptism, and we are identified with him in ours . . . 
We are made one with the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus . . . Since we are 
made one with him, his person and work are now effectively joined to our lives, 
so that Christly possibilities are available to us through all our days. Our identity 
may be formed through our identification with him, so that through him, we may 
be made open for God’s reign.92 
 
According to Suchocki, the positive influence of ecclesial practices 
(congregational theopraxis) upon the congregation’s transformation is four-fold. First, 
such practices raise individual and corporate consciousness around God’s offered, initial 
aims, in such a way that the actual occasion can prehend and select them during the 
moments of concrescence, and a corollary is that the regular enactment of ecclesial 
practices habituates practitioners; it patterns and forms them in the belief or theological 
component of this sacrament or practice whatever it may be. Prayer, as an example, 
                                                                                                                                            
 
91Ibid., 152. 
 
92Ibid., 155. 
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“heightens our attunement to [the providential] aim [of God], and aids us in its 
actualization.”93  
Secondly, both the practices and beliefs in the congregation’s life form and 
mature members of the church, creating over time and strengthening in them and together 
a Christian identity that connects them to each other and to those outside the church. The 
congregation’s practice of welcome of and visitation among newcomers to worship, for 
instance, contributes to its internal cultural intersubjectivity94 as church and to the 
fulfillment of its vocational purpose as Christ’s people within its contextual environment. 
In the third place, Suchocki avers that ecclesial practices represent the church’s 
apostolicity, unity, and holiness, bearing witness to who Jesus is for them and giving 
impetus to acts of service and mission. In the case of prayer, like a channel, it “releases 
the power of God to lead the world toward the reign of God.”95 The sacrament of the 
Lord’s Supper “[brings] the anticipation of the fullness of God’s reign into the present.”96 
To state the premise in another way, the constant and relative poles of a congregation’s 
theopraxis nourish its growth in the marks of the church and propel it into mission. The 
transforming congregation will become more and more recognizable as faithful church 
through its ecclesial practices.   
                                                
93Ibid., 218. 
 
94Ibid., 161-2. 
 
95Ibid., 221. 
 
96Ibid., 158. 
 
 
 
 
344 
Fourth, Suchocki’s approach to the relationship between theology and practice 
affirms the leadership strategy of changing both poles of ecclesial practices in order to 
achieve a more solid and integrated corporate theopraxis that will, in turn, usher in more 
faithful ecclesial ends. Compatibly, she conceives of ecclesial tradition as “a living 
thing:” 
 By definition, to be living is to be dynamic, which is to be continuously in the 
 process of receiving from the past, critically integrating that past in light of the 
 contemporary situation, and giving one’s newness to the future . . . In most cases, 
 the changes are incremental, not immediately apparent. But part of the wonder of 
 those geniuses who arise within the tradition is that they are able to receive and 
 critically integrate the tradition in fresh ways that adapt that tradition more 
 adequately to their own time. The transformations are witnesses to its life. Only a 
 dead tradition is impervious to change.97 
 
More particularly, Suchocki argues that tradition can be “re-deemed,” and that rethinking 
the constant (beliefs) pole is potent for living into the reign of God:  
To ‘deem’ is to think or judge, but to come to think or judge is to be in process, in 
motion, in dynamic action . . . . Might we not re-deem Christianity – that is, 
reconsider, reinterpret, rethink, reforge its vision in such a way that those 
elements within it which we have experienced redemptively might be taken along 
            with us? Re-deeming the tradition may redeem the tradition. 98 
Indeed, as demonstrated by the three case study congregations, enacting changes to 
beliefs and practices within everyday congregational theopraxis does contribute to the 
change of ecclesial tradition over time and to the body’s transformation and redemption. 
 
 
 
 
                                                
97Suchocki, The Whispered Word, 41. 
 
98Suchocki, “The Challenge of Mary Daly,” 316. In this essay, she  
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Leadership 
 
Suchocki unequivocally portrays the Divine/human relationship as the fulcrum of 
ecclesial transformation. There is a continual call and response going on between God 
and creation. God leads (reigns) according to the primordial vision, which is both the end 
and the means of transformation. More clearly, God leading/reigning (the means) is what 
will achieve the reign of God in history (the end), and the end of the reign of God should 
already be perceived within the practice (the means) of it. Therefore, the manner of 
leadership enacted within the divine/human relationship is a linchpin in the framework of 
process-relational theology and for its process model of becoming, and by extension, to 
the arguments and norms of this dissertation project.  
In developing his philosophy, Whitehead was compelled to account for both the 
permanence and flux observed within existence.99 Given also his ontological principle 
that any action or reason must originate in an actual entity, he was led to posit a divine 
reality in which novelty had its source.100 In other words, it is God that accounts for the 
influence of the new during the process of continual concrescence, and since all entities 
process in relationship with all others, human beings and human communities are in a 
mutual relationship of becoming with God. It is this God and God’s primordial vision of 
                                                
99Epperly, Process Theology, 8, and Whitehead, Process and Reality, 45-47, who also speaks of 
this dichotomy as “giveness” and “potentiality.” 
  
100Whitehead, Process and Reality, 164: “Apart from God, there could be no relevant novelty. 
Whatever arises in actual entities from God’s decision, arises first conceptually, and is transmuted into the 
physical world.” 
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“truth, beauty, and goodness” that grounds and assigns valuation to all the possibilities 
for becoming in actuality.101 Suchocki helpfully unpacks this assertion: 
God is the actuality in reference to which all possibilities receive value. Because 
God unifies the possibilities, they achieve the value of concrete unity. Because 
God holds all the possibilities together within the unity of the divine nature, they 
are harmonized. Because possibilities are harmonized within the divine nature, 
they are given beauty. If God is the locus of all possibilities, the very fact that it is 
a single reality that gives a home to possibilities means that the possibilities are 
clothed in the value of unity, harmony, and beauty. God is the valuation of all 
possibilities. This is the primordial satisfaction of God, and the primordial 
definition and exercise of the divine character.102 
 
At the risk of oversimplification, the above proposition signifies that some 
possibilities for the future are more aligned with God’s primordial vision than others. As 
the wise steward, then, God tenders aims that fit and further the state of becoming of the 
actual occasion in relationship to the surrounding circumstances of its situation and 
context, and given the vagaries of so many contingencies, it follows that, at times, the 
initial aim that God proposes to an actual entity may only represent the lesser of two evils 
and negligible change.103 Within this schemata it is also the case that when actual 
occasions adopt God’s proffered aims, the actual occasions are also valuing them, and 
when they value what God values, and do what God desires in that moment, they are 
sharing in and living into God’s primordial vision, reflecting it with consequence 
(bearing witness to it) in the real world.  
                                                
101For the topic of the “primordial vision,” see Whitehead, Process and Reality, especially Part V, 
chapter 2, “God and the World,” 346-9, and Suchocki, God Christ Church, 259. For the attributes of truth, 
beauty, and goodness, see p. 346 and and Suchocki, 191. 
 
102Ibid., 249-50. 
 
103Suchocki, The Fall to Violence, 58-60. 
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Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki’s version of the divine/human relationship, in 
comparison to Whitehead’s, is consciously informed by and indebted to scripture and 
church tradition. His language for the primordial vision as “truth, beauty, and goodness” 
may strike Jewish and Christian ears as abstract ideals and/or neutral categories as 
compared to the biblical portrayal of a historically active, personal, and ethical deity.104 
Under the influence of the bible, Suchocki would affirm that transformation is born of 
our relationship with the living, leading God.105  
Coming at this point from the congregational side, it is the reign of God vision 
that compels congregations to change, and the reign of God verb is God calling, inviting, 
guiding, and leading it into fullness of witness in its surrounding context. This means 
that, within the gracious economy of God, human beings and human communities can 
practice the reign of God. To practice the reign of God dance is to let God lead and to 
follow God’s promptings through the everyday congregational theopraxis of spiritual 
discernment. As a body of believers intentionally seeks God’s customized direction for 
their progress in faith and mission, and are alert to their context, tracing God’s action 
therein, they will be more able to respond to God’s touch and to engage the context 
where the Divine specifically indicates. Practicing the reign of God thusly, congregations 
experience it, which naturally gives them their own authentic story of the reign of God, a 
                                                
104Kaufman, The Evolving God, 4, writes of the “seemingly contradictory” juxtaposition between 
Greek and Jewish concepts of God, describing Judaism as exhibiting two “strands” of theism: (a) “God as 
the omnipotent Sovereign and Judge of the universe,” and (b) the Midrashic “philosophy of a growing God, 
a God in the making, a God in process who needs humanity.” (46) 
 
105Suchocki, In God’s Presence, 19. Here she draws upon the testimony of the biblical narrative to 
conclude that “God is not independent of the world, but interdependent with the world.” 
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good news narrative that can be conveyed verbally, even as it will automatically and 
organically show forth from their corporate frame, projecting an attractive invitation to 
others. In briefer expression, practicing the reign of God brings about witness to the reign 
of God. In point of connection to this dissertation’s arguments, the ministry of 
congregational transformation is practicing the reign of God dance as church, and this 
dance bears witness to the world of God’s leading love.  
The dance metaphor need not anthropomorphize God, nor gender God as male 
and the church as female. Granted, given unexamined gendered socio-cultural 
expectations, the image of dance certainly draws a mental picture of two human bodies in 
motion with each other, one male and one female. However, “dance” is a much richer 
concept and experience than this, including group and solo manifestations, and subjective 
and figurative connotations extending to non-human parties. Concurrently, dance is more 
expansive than the gender binary; women being as capable of leading as men of 
following, and same-gender and heterosexual dancing partners demonstrating that all are 
able to negotiate leadership in their dances. To press the metaphor further, it is certainly 
the Spirit of God’s prerogative in the reign of God dance to delegate leadership 
alternatively, and for this encounter to be imaginative space that encourages creativity on 
the part of the following partner rather than a sacrifice of selfhood. Truly, construing the 
transformative relationship between God and creation as a dance does not eliminate the 
mystery of give and take between the parties; rather, underlines it as an adventure in via. 
Furthermore, practicing the reign of God dance changes the participants over 
time. As they dance with God and each other, embodying and projecting the good news 
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of this living relationship to the greater world, they are formed and transformed into 
witness-bearers. A congregation that practices the reign of God dance is a transforming 
congregation, one that becomes faithful church. 
 
The Process Model of Becoming: The Rhythm 
of the Transformation Dance 
 
This chapter’s theological reflection has thus far met the first two of the three 
criterion articulated in this chapter’s introduction for a satisfactory response to pertinent 
question number three and a solid theological bridge to praxis. The exploration has 
demonstrated that a process-relational theological account upholds the counter-cultural 
nature of the reign of God, reinforcing end and means integrity, and speaks to categories 
that can gain a hearing in today’s intellectual landscape. The third criterion for this 
bridge-building is specificity as to the theological process or rhythm by which such 
transformation occurs.  
Suchocki works faithfully within Whitehead’s four major stages of concrescence 
while nuancing and naming them differently across the body of her work.106 By The 
Whispered Word (1999) and reprised in The Fall to Violence (2004), Suchocki condenses 
the four main stages of Whitehead’s process model to an accessibly worded, three-step 
rhythm of becoming: “receiving” the aim of God, then “integrating” it into oneself 
(presumably combining Whitehead’s “selection” and “satisfaction,”) and “giving” this 
                                                
106Suchocki’s appendix in God Christ Church (1982) uses and explains Whitehead’s model. In 
The End of Evil: Process Eschatology in Historical Context (Eugene, OR: Wift & Stock Publishers, 1988), 
101, she posits a “breathing space” between the “satisfaction” and “superjectivity” stages for the 
“enjoyment” of the satisfaction. 
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new self to the world.107 Building upon and yet revising Whitehead and Suchocki’s 
versions, the following treatment of the process model stretches to correspond to the 
cumulative findings of this project and to the world of transforming congregations.   
 
The First Move: Prehension/Reception/Discernment 
 
As outlined earlier, during concrescence actual entities and societies of actual 
entities prehend each other and God, that is, they “feel” or “grasp” each other’s presence 
and communications intuitively, through their physical and mental poles, at a deeper level 
of awareness than normal consciousness.108 A feature of prehension, as concrescence 
continues into the next move of selection, is a sorting of this data from the past and the 
future, a step through which the entity either accepts certain prehensions into itself 
(“positive prehensions”) or rejects them (“negative prehensions”).   
It is highly unlikely that congregations would use the verbiage “prehension” in 
their everyday existence; commendably, Suchocki employs the term, “receive” instead. 
In my opinion, though, congregations would be familiar with and more apt to speak of 
the first move as “discernment,” an idiom that also transmits the weighing and sifting of 
past and future influences that crossover into the next move.109 Moreover, Suchocki’s 
                                                
107Suchocki, The Whispered Word: A Theology of Preaching (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 1999), 41, 
82, and The Fall to Violence, 55. 
 
108Suchocki, God Christ Church, 39-40, and The Whispered Word, 4,7,9. 
 
109 Suzanne G. Farham, Joseph P. Gill, R. Taylor McLean, and Susan M. Ward, Listening Hearts: 
Discerning Call in Community (New York: Morehouse Publishing, 1991), 21, teach that the Latin base of 
“discern” means “to separate,” “to distinguish,” “to determine,” and “to sort out.” “In classical spirituality, 
discernment means identifying what spirit is at work in a situation: the Spirit of God or some other spirit. 
Discernment is sifting through our interior and exterior experiences to determine their origin.” For this, 
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“receive,” while appropriately humble, can also convey a passivity that does not transmit 
even a transitional conclusion or stance, at least as compared to the more active and 
productive “discern.” 
 Move number one is a crucial aspect of practicing the reign of God dance. In 
order for the church to prehend more intentionally or receive the made-to-order initial 
aims from God, it has to turn toward and focus attention upon this divine partner, turn 
away from other distractions, and intuit God’s direction. The church does this in order to 
be faithful, but also in order to enjoy the rhythm of movement with the Divine. In fact, 
the dancing church experiences a foretaste of liberation during prehension, especially as 
it realizes it is not alone or on its own in witnessing to the troubled world. There is a 
helper in the grand purpose of salvation, and the church tastes of this blessing in advance.  
It is probable that this first move of spiritual discernment would manifest during 
all aspects of a dance of congregational transformation, especially if this move has been 
cultivated as essential to being church. Discernment can definitely be exercised in matters 
of minor as well as major import to a changing congregation, so that God’s direction is 
seriously sought in all affairs. Certainly when a transforming congregation is coming to a 
consensus upon its guiding vocational statement, or searching for its next pastoral leader, 
or nurturing lay leadership, or determining the outreach ministries it will sponsor in the 
surrounding community, the move of spiritual discernment should be incorporated.  
“Church for us” congregations, of course, are not usually inclined to or adept at 
the habit of spiritual discernment, and, per the descriptive findings of this project, to 
                                                                                                                                            
these authors draw upon John Carroll Futrell, Ignatian Discernment, Vol.2, no. 2 of Studies in the 
Spirituality of Jesuits (St. Louis: American Assistancy Seminar on Jesuit Spirituality, 1969), 47.  
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assume this new practice may be a monumental adjustment for them. A change of 
congregational culture to this desired end would require intentional enhancement of its 
readiness, and the conscientious development of the congregation’s capacities through 
new modes of congregational theopraxis. 
As just one example from the case-study congregations on this point, Hilltown 
Christian attended to God’s leadership (reign) in a practice they called “deep listening.” 
One of the occasions upon which this was practiced was within the circle of 
congregational elders as they regularly met, and as they sometimes mentored congregants 
who were discerning calls into particular mission endeavors. Before the elders would take 
up such a query, Pastor Smith-Dugan would have already consulted with the individual. 
Once convened, the elders resourced deep listening with the parishioner, somewhat in the 
fashion of a Quaker clearance committee, looked for connections to others in the 
congregation with similar inklings, and requested God’s guidance as to the degree and 
kind of support the congregation ought possibly bring to bear upon this ministry. It was 
always possible that the discerned word might be “No,” or “not yet,” or even return 
inconclusive, pointing to the need for continued discernment. Within this theopraxis we 
see Hilltown practicing the first move of discernment in the reign of God dance.110  
 
 
 
 
                                                
110As I describe each of the three moves in this section, I will footnote briefly how it manifests in 
the two supplemental biblical pericopes. Corresponding to the above proposed first move of “discernment,” 
in Luke 5:27-39, at his tax table, Levi discerns the call of Jesus Christ to new life and discipleship, and in 
Rom. 12:1-2, the readers are enjoined to “present” themselves, as in worship, to God in order to be able to 
discern God’s good will. 
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The Second Move: Selection to Satisfaction/Integration 
 
 During concrescence, selection is determining which prehended elements the 
actual entity or society will incorporate, that which become its own “subjective aim.” 
Through weighing the various influences and potentialities, a society (congregation) 
becomes more sophisticated and capacious, increasing its ability to deal with forthcoming 
and possibly more challenging decisions. So the move of “selectivity is the inner process 
of creativity essential to the unit’s becoming,”111 a phase that moves the “story” from past 
to present.112 As the entity’s subjective aim is added to the mix of its identity, the result is 
its satisfaction as a new actual entity or society. Suchocki defines satisfaction as “the 
harmonious unification of feelings . . . the making concrete of the actual occasion.” The 
process verbiage also suggests a contented sigh of fulfillment in becoming what the 
church is intended to be. This second move of the process model, then, represents 
participants actually living and dancing into the reign of God and newness of life. 
Once again, the terms “selection” and “satisfaction” are not easily translated into 
everyday congregational parlance. Most assuredly, circles of faith would employ a 
variety of other words and phrases for and within this middle passage, such as “making 
decisions,” “adopting God’s will,” “being on a journey,” and “completing a process,” but 
I am inclined to adopt Suchocki’s label – “integrate” – to encompass this move. 
The integration move most noticeably manifests in the dance of congregational 
transformation once the congregation settles on its particular vocation and embarks on its 
                                                
111Suchocki, God Christ Church, 242. 
 
112Ibid., 244. 
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first steps of related change, whether this vision and goals are arrived at after a degree of 
deliberation and by consensus or vote, or by pastoral edict. If the congregational purpose 
has not been officially adopted or widely embraced, especially in the case where the 
clergy alone casts this vision, the integration move would have to include securing the 
congregation’s approbation over time. Whatever the origin of the declared congregational 
telos, integration is the long, hard work of living into this vision by effecting compound 
changes in congregational theopraxis across the twelve areas of congregational life, 
which, of course, comprises its relationship with its targeted mission field. It is probable 
that the three-move process-relational cycle would actively iterate multiple times inside 
this second move, that a congregation would need to discern, integrate, and bear witness 
over and over again, as often as necessary, toward the grand goal of becoming a “church 
for witness” and fulfilling its local vocation. 
Undeniably, integration takes time and practice for the result to be a comfortable 
fit and seem like second nature; these are goals that are perfected in performance. Due to 
its on-going nature, move number two, then, is like a dance marathon, and the longer the 
society stays with the dance, the more likely it is to mature into disciples who truly want 
what God wants and love who and how God loves.113 To integrate requires a stamina for 
which the beginner, a “church for us” congregation, for instance, is not initially equipped, 
so participants need to take advantage of the ‘helpers’ Suchocki identifies – the natural 
world, the biblical testimony, Jesus Christ, the church itself, and its practices – as they 
                                                
113In a different and deeper qualitative analysis, one could compare the three transforming 
congregations in this regard since they had been “dancing” transformation five, eleven, and twenty years. 
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did during the first move, plus to take time to breathe and pace themselves, incorporating 
pauses for enjoyment and mini-celebrations as suggested by Suchocki’s heuristic interim 
space between satisfaction and superjectivity. 
To give just one snapshot of this move from the case-study congregations, River 
Ridge Christian had discerned and decided to reach out to the younger generations as part 
of its vocational call into new life. It focused upon changes to its regular experience of 
worship to that end: a different worship space, a welcoming café prior to the worship 
service, the switch to contemporary music, a revised order of service, alterations to 
communion, and the launch of a second, edgier worship experience on Saturday nights. 
They labored diligently to integrate these changes, and consequently, they experienced a 
substantial degree of transformation as a worshipping people: from a collection of 
individuals, preoccupied with a quiet, uniform, strictly planned experience of God at 
which no mistakes were tolerated, to a body of believers in which parishioners and 
visitors were abuzz with conversation, eager to reconnect with each other and to meet 
new people, easy and relaxed in their input during the service, and much more tolerant of, 
even enjoying, the new liturgical forms that encouraged them to “praise God, serve 
others, and grow in Christ” together. They were practicing the integration move of the 
reign of God dance.114 
 
 
                                                
114The integration move for Levi is evident in the steps of “leaving everything” and reorganizing 
his life, plus opening his home and throwing a party, a new theopraxis of hospitality and celebration in line 
with the reign of God, inviting all kinds of people to the temporal messianic table, making it a venue where 
enlightening faith conversations could occur. In the case of Romans, the integration move is implied in the 
instruction to continually turn toward transformation through God and away from conforming to the world.  
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The Third Move: Superjectivity/Giving/  
Bearing Witness 
 
Within the process-relational model, after actual entities or societies of actual 
entities have reached the point of “satisfaction,” this new integrated ‘self’ pushes beyond 
itself in “transitional creativity;”115 what has been discerned and integrated prior to this 
move is directed with an energetic thrust into the next concrescing cycle and into the 
relational world. As the transformed, new society is impelled into a relational world, it 
exerts a dual impact: (1) upon itself, in the sense that what it will become next will be 
based on its present, new, internal configuration, becoming the new past that contributes 
to the emerging cycle, and (2) upon the external actual entities all around, including God, 
wielding a measure of influence upon these ‘neighbors,’ and changing, ever so slightly, 
the landscape of actuality. The goal of the becoming society (congregation), therefore, is 
not just its own becoming and satisfaction, but what the world will become as it prehends 
and takes that becoming society into account. This is what process terminology means by 
the new society exerting an “objective immortality.”116 What it has become lives on in a 
tangible fashion that can be observed by others and cannot be utterly ignored. The more 
often occasions re-select the past from moment to moment, the greater influence it has on 
subsequent cycles of their concrescence, but there is always a possibility that it will not 
                                                
115Suchocki, God Christ Church, 246. 
 
116See Whitehead, Process and Reality, xiii, 29, 45, among other places. Suchocki’s definition in 
the glossary of God Christ Church, 258, emphasizes: “Every actual occasion affects every successor. The 
effect is the transmission of its own value to another by way of transitional creativity . . . . The process is 
objective, since no finite occasion can prehend another in its entirety. The other is felt as object. This 
process is termed immortality, since it perpetuates one’s continuing effect throughout the universe.” 
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be retained, allowing novelty from other sources, including from the Divine, to flow into 
the surrounding world. Congruently, Suchocki names this third move “giving.” 
In friendly contrast, I label the third move “bearing witness,” contending that the 
superjectivity phase of the process model stands for the robust ecclesial witness to which 
the study congregations and theological sources have pointed as the end the church ought 
to exemplify. My linguistic choice intends also to capture the physicality and tenacity of 
the reign of God. To elaborate, as a transforming congregation continually turns to God 
for direction and turns to God in its context as part of its spiritual discernment (move 
one), it is heartily practicing the dominion of God dance, sending out the good news 
message in word and in body. Then, during integration (move two), as it makes decisions 
and choices based on what God wants, living into changes of congregational culture, the 
reign of God good news will also be made visible. 
Bearing witness - move number three in the reign of God dance – is the sight the 
church projects to onlookers. Said another way, during the dance, spectators are able to 
make out the positive energy and joy or lack of it, as well as the harmony and love 
between the partners or its absence, and the life force moving in time with the music 
through them all. If these dancers fumble in circling with each other, this will not be 
hidden, and in the process, observers will be able to notice if forgiveness is ready or slow, 
as well as how those in motion adjust to new circumstances. When the church attends 
conscientiously to the direction of the Divine, the dance itself will reveal the character of 
the Divine and spread the good news of this relationship.  
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To provide an illustration from just one of the case-study congregations, early on 
in its process of renewal, when Pastor Curtis and Cityside Christian undertook those 
tentative, yet courageous steps at closure, forgiveness, and healing between themselves 
and their former pastors, they were not trying to air their ‘dirty laundry’ publicly, nor 
were they at all shouting: “Look at how magnanimous we are!” Nevertheless, word of 
mouth spread the good news of this reconciliation of relationship and their Jubilee-style 
emancipation. That this body of believers practiced what it preached was a witness that 
went forth from Cityside organically, reverberating powerfully outside its doors and 
leaving an indelible impact upon its neighbors.117   
A word of clarification is in order since anecdotally, congregations appear to be 
quite able of stopping themselves from bearing witness; they can refrain from reaching 
out, keep the good news to themselves, and neglect to invite those on the outside in. In 
many cases, ecclesial members and leaders repeatedly have to be enjoined to share 
resources with the world beyond and to participate in the missio Dei in the larger context. 
In the language of the New Testament, by intention or default many congregations place 
their light under the proverbial bushel basket (Matt. 5:14-6), and according to the 
findings and framework of this dissertation, such behavior is evidence that they are 
treating themselves as the telos of church, thereby exercising a “church for us” identity. 
Nevertheless, the process-relational model of practicing and dancing the reign of 
God stubbornly stands by the claim that bearing witness is the natural outgrowth of the 
                                                
117In Luke 5, the transformed Levi shows forth both an inherent witness in his newly reorganized 
and integrated life, including his faith practices, and an intentional, out-reaching invitational witness 
through table conversations with others. Romans indicates that Christians can be transformed and enabled 
to know and do what is good, acceptable, and perfect, bearing witness in the world. 
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regular cycle of becoming, and that discernment and integration will indeed show forth 
and contribute to the future and to surrounding others. It could be said that process-
relational theology subscribes to the biblical declaration: “By their fruits, you shall know 
them” (Matt. 7:16), for the three-fold cycle contends that whatever is sown is seen; 
whatever is discerned and decided upon, which may or may not be from God, when 
integrated, will constitute the witness of said congregation. Therefore, a non-welcoming, 
self-absorbed congregation projects a matching image, and garners a reputation 
consistent with its own choices; it witnesses to itself alone.  
The process-relational framework explains how a “church for us” congregation 
shows forth what it is just as much as does a “church for witness” circle of faith. The 
witness of a “church for us” proclaims in flesh that the church is an end in itself, and it is 
not to be concerned with what it projects beyond itself as long as the congregation is 
taking care of its own. It thus denies broader relatedness, and even its bearing of inertia 
communicates to the world around. By contrast, the witness of a “church for witness” 
ecclesial identity broadcasts that the church is for something bigger than itself, beyond its 
own comfort or survival. As it practices following God’s leadership, it bears witness to 
God’s saving, loving, reign as the body is experiencing it and as it is happening here and 
now. So the divergent displays of these two types of church derive from what each of 
them have selected and integrated of the status quo and of the novel possibilities that the 
Divine has offered.  
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Conclusion 
 
The charge of this chapter was to press forward to a more complete and sufficient 
theological account of how the transformation of congregations into faithful witnesses 
transpires, one that would finish construction of the theological bridge from tradition to 
the actual practice of congregational transformation. The extended conversation with 
process-relational theology and its model of becoming has been successful in this aim. 
First, it has corroborated and enhanced the two norms for congregational transformation: 
(1) the ecclesial telos for congregational transformation of faithful witness, and (2) the 
articulation of the reality to which the church is to bear witness as the good news of Jesus 
Christ: the reign of God happening. Significantly in this argued success, Suchocki’s 
theology has also maintained the four counter-cultural attributes of God’s reign front and 
center, integrating them into the proposed three-fold rhythm of transformation, so that the 
normative end of congregational transformation is more likely to be maintained and 
perceived in the means to it, and thereby less likely to be distorted in practice.  
In the second place, the dialogue with process-relational theology and its model of 
becoming has drawn upon Suchocki’s contemporary theological voice to supplement the 
normative insights of those already consulted, rendering the gospel of the reign of God 
more readily comprehensible to citizens in today’s dynamic, relational, and “quantum 
worldview.”118 By doing so, this theological account assists congregations in fulfilling 
their vocation of witness in the present cultural context.  
                                                
118For a description of the current “quantum worldview” see Diarmuid O’Murchu, Quantum 
Theology: Spiritual Implications of the New Physics (New York: The Crossroad Publishing Company, 
2004), chapter 3. He itemizes six traits: (1) transcending external objectivity, (2) energy flow as the primary 
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Thirdly, the conversation with Marjorie Hewitt Suchocki has affirmed the 
baseline thesis from chapter seven that the transformation of the church into faithful 
witnesses occurs through a transforming engagement with the loving, living God, a 
relationship that may be likened to a dance that the Divine leads. More specifically, it has 
argued that congregations are transformed into faithful witnesses by practicing this reign 
of God dance, following the rhythm of the universe: discerning, integrating, and bearing 
witness in relational reverberation to the lead of God. The good news of Jesus Christ and 
the reign of God happens during this dance, ultimately to be fulfilled in God’s good time.  
The process-relational theological account of transformation and its model of 
becoming answers the how question, serving as the third theological norm for the 
ministry of congregational transformation. It also completes the theological bridge to 
Phase Three, enabling the creation of strategic proposals for imaginative theopraxis. 
Chapter nine will thus propose a manner of ecclesial spiritual discernment – the corporate 
practice of “turning” to the lead of God – and a congregational ‘choreography’ for 
dancing the transformation into faithful church. 
                                                                                                                                            
essence of reality, (3) wave-particle duality, (4) collapse of wave function, (5) nonlocality, (6) practical 
usefulness, (29-32). 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 
DANCING THE REIGN OF GOD: THE ECCLESIAL  
PRACTICE OF TURNING TO GOD’S LEAD 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The theological bridge of chapters seven and eight has attempted to span the 
distance between the tradition and praxis, opening to the third and final phase of this 
practical theology. Consequently, Phase Three queries: “What are the implications of the 
findings from the earlier phases for on-the-ground practice of congregational 
transformation? Numerous observations concerning congregational theopraxis already 
uncovered by this project’s research could be further developed,1 but the present chapter 
will propose just one, critical to them all, which I have named “turning to the lead of 
God.” This ecclesial theopraxis of turning also serves as the heart of a “choreography” of 
turnings for the congregational dance of the reign of God, that is, a process of 
                                                
1The following list of arresting implications for praxis from Phase One and Two is not exhaustive, 
but is a sample of topics that could not be developed in this chapter due to space constraints. The list is 
divided between implications for the congregational and the denominational expressions of the church. For 
the congregational expression: (1) how to carry out readiness work and capacity-development in the 
congregation, and in six spheres: spirituality, ecclesiology, meaning of witness, contextual education, 
understanding of the gospel and the reign of God; (2) how pastoral and lay leadership can best equip 
disciples, sponsors Christian maturity and witness in contrast to the type of clergy dependence that 
reinforces a “church for us” ecclesial identity and stunts spiritual growth; (3) examine at depth all of the 
changes in beliefs and practices that the case study congregations made in common to achieve a changed 
ecclesial identity and culture. For the denominational expression: (1) how it might explicitly claim and 
promote “church for witness” as the telos for congregational transformation and new church establishment, 
including emphasis upon “faithful” over “growing” in the 2020 Vision; (2) how certain “treasures” from 
Disciples tradition might be brought to bear upon its 2020 priorities, among them: (a) Christian unity in 
service of witness, (b) “the reign of God happening” and the eschatological anticipation of the early 
Disciples, (c) opening up the concept of covenant to the ultimate purpose of witness, in contrast to a 
concept of covenant that has been reduced to intra-expressional unity within the Disciples structure, (d) 
exploiting the denominational name, “Disciples of Christ,” for witness, by magnifying its apostolic and 
learner connotations; and (3) the importance of strengthening denominational pathways for faith formation 
and clergy preparation so that pastors become strong teachers of the faith that prioritize education and 
foster faith formation unto witness. 
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congregational transformation that aspires to render church bodies faithful witness-
bearers to that reign. 
The idea of congregational turning first presented itself quietly, vaguely, and 
without benefit of a label during the descriptive phase of research, as I noticed occasional 
moments at which virtually the whole congregation, or a significant group within it, 
would collectively pause, pay attention, and then shift their shared direction, either 
abruptly or gradually, a behavior in meetings or worship that resembled the amazing, 
synchronized movement of a flock of flying birds. At this early stage of research, I did 
not pinpoint this “turning” as one of the qualitative codes, but it resurfaced during 
preliminary biblical research, and I began to entertain it as a heuristic moniker since all 
five of the selected scripture passages often included a call to turn or evidence of turning 
among individuals and groups. After this, I recognized that the norms for congregational 
transformation established in chapters seven and eight also required the turning of a 
congregational body in figurative and sometimes physical ways, i.e. turning to the good 
news of the countercultural reign of God, turning toward the context and God working 
therein, and turning to the leadership of God during this dance. Chapter eight’s dialogue 
with process-relational theology reinforced the exigency for turning to discern the aims of 
God in every moment, pushing me to investigate a relationship between congregational 
turning and the proposed three-move rhythm of transformation.2  
                                                
2For recall, this refers to my ecclesial revision of Marjorie Suchocki’s abridgment of Whitehead’s 
process of becoming: “discern, integrate, and bear witness.” 
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Upon capturing all these connections, I returned to the written stories of the three 
congregations to trace the phenomenon of turning within them, discovering eighteen 
conspicuous instances. It also seemed plausible that the changes in beliefs and practices 
that the three bodies of believers negotiated across the twelve areas of congregational life 
could be construed as additional, tighter, inside turns contributing to the congregations’ 
overall turnarounds to ecclesial witness. From this point forward, I seriously considered 
turning to be a distinct ecclesial practice, and began to wonder how it could optimally be 
practiced. The task of this chapter is to take an originally amorphous observation from 
the three congregations and develop it into a full-bodied, authentic, and faithful 
theopraxis of corporate spiritual discernment for change. 
 
Method 
 
 A full-bodied theopraxis of turning should reflect the best of the observed practice 
and of the normative consensus. The method I adopted to achieve this goal was an 
iterative thematic analysis between the theological sources of earlier chapters and the 
turning practices of the three case-study congregations.3 My first step will be to carry out 
                                                
3Browning, Fundamental Practical Theology, 55-57, submits that “strategic practical theology,” 
his fourth phase of the practical theological enterprise, should entertain four questions on behalf of actual 
congregations: (1) How do we understand this concrete situation in which we must act? (2) What should be 
our praxis in this concrete situation? (3) How do we critically defend the norms of our praxis in this 
concrete situation? (4) What means, strategies, and rhetorics should we use in this concrete situation? 
Browning proffers that all types of practical theologians and all congregations ask these questions whether 
explicitly or not, and implied by Browning’s chapter 9, “Religious Education in the Church of the 
Covenant” and chapter 10, “Congregational Care in a Black Pentecostal Church,” ideally this phase should 
involve iterative conversation between the congregations in question – if not actually in their presence, with 
them in mind – and the researcher. 
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a word study of Hebrew and Greek terms within the semantic domain of “turning.”4 The 
next step will be to draw out from the bridging research already conducted striking 
theological themes for the practice of corporate turning. 5 The third step will be to present 
a few of the compelling case study examples of the practice of turning, comparing them 
to these thematic guidelines, which will result in a tool by which congregations might 
evaluate their own turning and a sample model for full-bodied congregational 
discernment and decision-making.6  
The ecclesial theopraxis of turning to the lead of God logically suggests that a 
sequence of turns would enable declining congregations to turn into faithful church. Thus 
a fourth step in the method will be to develop a “choreography” for dancing the reign of 
God into transformation. The first move toward this goal will be to merge the three-fold 
rhythm of transformation from Phase Two (chapter eight) and the six steps of change that 
the three case study congregations followed from Phase One (chapter five). The second 
move will be to fill in this choreography with content derived from this dissertation’s 
findings. These two moves will culminate in a choreographic design that demonstrates 
                                                
4Douglas S. Huffman, review of The Role and Function of Repentance in Luke-Acts, by Guy D. 
Nave, Jr., Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 47 (September 2004): 524-26 critiques Nave’s 
work as “a word study with shortcomings in methodology and conclusions,” (525) because metanoia terms 
are not always used in stories of repentance and conversion, other words can be employed to identify the 
turning, and Hebrew and Greek terms often change emphasis and shift meaning over time and context. 
Given these complexities, Huffman asserts that he “should have adopted the language of ‘semantic 
domains’” to allow space for these contingencies instead of implying that “these words mean the same 
thing everywhere” (526). 
 
5To recap: the three main biblical texts were Isaiah 43-44, Acts 1:1-14, and Revelation 1-3, with 
Romans 12:1-2 and Luke 5:27-39 as extra. The original seven Disciples documents were The Last Will and 
Testament of the Springfield Presbytery, The Declaration and Address, The Christian System, The Design 
of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), The Church for Disciples of Christ and its Words to the 
Church, The 2020 Vision, and The Disciples of Christ Identity Statement. 
 
6See appendices 8 & 9 for the tool for evaluation and for the sample model for decision-making. 
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theopractical integrity between the desired end of bearing witness to the good news of the 
reign of God and the means of turning to the lead of the Divine, enabling congregations 
to more effectively partner with the Holy One in transformation.  
 
Turning to God’s Lead: Theological  
Thematic Guidelines  
 
The Semantic Domain of “Turning” 
 
 The phenomenon of turning to God’s leadership and ways is communicated by a 
variety of Hebrew and Greek terms in the bible. Walter Eichrodt ascertained at least 
twenty common phrases for the idea of conversion and return to God,7 and my own study 
in the original languages surfaced twenty-one Hebrew words and thirty-three Greek 
words of some close relationship to the phenomenon of turning that I am seeking to 
illuminate.8 All of these terms may be translated into still more English words or phrases, 
and adding to the array, the turning can be away from or toward various entities, 
sometimes a matter of returning, turning out, or turning inward, subtleties that depend 
upon the attached preposition. Turning can be understood literally and figuratively, turns 
corresponding to physical, emotional, and spiritual shifts, all no doubt nuanced by social 
location, gender, and power differentials. It is often humans and human communities that 
                                                
7Walter Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament,Vol. 2, trans. J.A. Baker (London: SCM Press, 
1967), 465-6. 
 
8Brown, Driver, Briggs, Gesenious Lexicon Online,  
http:// www.biblestudytools.com/lexicons/hebrew.html, and biblestudytools.com/lexicons/greek.html, 
[accessed May 20, 2013] 
 
 
 
 
367 
negotiate the change of direction, but it can be God who turns.9 Jesus presented assorted 
pictures and prescribed customized forms of repentance for particular people and 
situations10 as well, and there are biblical stories of conversion that do not even employ 
the Greek terms we normally associate with it.11 Overall, David Lambert summarizes the 
breadth of this semantic domain well when he writes (and only of the second testament): 
“the repentance of the New Testament seems to be a complex amalgam of Hellenistic, 
Greek usage, and traditional Jewish understandings.”12  
 Two Hebrew words are pertinent: “shuwb” and “nacham.” Shuwb can be 
rendered “to return,” “to turn back,” “to turn again,” “to turn away,” and “to turn 
toward,” among other phrases, and sometimes “to repent,” a verb of motion to express 
one’s going in the wrong direction, turning around, and heading back in the right. This 
concept and word is present in the Isaiah 43-44 text,13 including 44:22 (NRSV): “I have 
swept away your transgressions like a cloud, and your sins like mist; return to me, for I 
have redeemed you.” The Hebrew word “nacham” in contrast, is not translated into 
turning language and does not appear in this particular Isaiah passage, but it is related to 
                                                
9John Marsh, “Conversion,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible  (Nashville: Abingdon 
Press, 1962), 678. 
 
10Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology (New York: Scribner’s, 1971), 153. 
 
11Huffman review, 525. As example, metanoia terms are not used in Paul’s Damascus Road 
experience or in the Peter/Cornelius story. 
 
12David Lambert, review of The Role and Function of Repentance in Luke-Acts, by Guy D. Nave, 
Jr., Novum Testamentum 48 (January 1, 2006): 90.  
 
13Shuwb is also used in 43:13, 44:19, 22, 25.  “Biyn” carries the sense of turning to understanding 
in 43:10, 18. “Tsadaq” signifies “to be justified” or “turning to righteousness” in 43:9 and 26. “Cakal” is 
embedded in 44:25 for “turning into foolishness.” 
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turning in that it signifies “to feel sorrow” or “to be sorry” for sin, and it became 
“metamelomai” in the Septuagint, sometimes rendered “repent” in the translation of the 
Hebrew bible into English. As for shuwb, it was translated into Greek forms of both 
“epistrepho” and “metanoia.”14   
Two groups of Greek verbs are most relevant. The first is “strepho” and its 
cognates, from the root “trepo.”15 “Epistrepho” appears some thirty-five times in the New 
Testament, translated “to turn,” “to return,” “to turn back to,” “to bring back,” “I came to 
myself,” “to turn around,” and “to turn one thing into another.” An additional 
signification – “to turn to the worship of the true God” – led to it being translated “to 
convert,” a tendency of translation that was bolstered by the word’s use in philosophical 
circles of the Greco-Roman world in the first century for the choice of a new life.16   
 The second word is “metanoia,” transmitting the sense of turning via its linguistic 
connection in the intertestamental period to “shuwb,” and later translated into English as 
“repentance.” Luke/Acts and Revelation are heavily peppered with the term.17 Alexander 
Campbell, living during the revivalism of the nineteenth century18 when “repentance” 
                                                
14Warren A. Quanbeck, “Repentance,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 1962), 33. 
 
15The cognate “hupostrepho” (to turn back, to return) is used to communicate the disciples’ return 
to Jerusalem in Acts 1:12.  
 
16See 1 Thessalonians 1:9. Abraham J. Malherbe, Paul and the Thessalonians: The Philosophic 
Tradition of Pastoral Care (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987) 26, n. 89. 
 
17Gaventa, “You Will Be My Witnesses,” 420; Huffman review, 524. 
  
18Also touching on the context of American revivalism, see Urban T. Holmes, Turning to Christ: 
A Theology of Renewal and Evangelization (New York: Seabury Press, 1981), 98, Stone, Evangelism After 
Christendom, 261, and Cummins, The Disciples, 14-22, 26-32, and 80-123.  
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was primarily construed as (and reduced to) feeling guilty and sorrowful over one’s sin, 
distinguished between “metamelomai” (feeling sorry, regret) and “metanoeo” (a change 
of mind and living for the better).19 This study led him to strongly prefer the language of 
“reformation” to that of “repentance,” in order to convey the change of mind and conduct 
that constituted genuine repentance and produced an actual reformation of life, otherwise 
referred to as “regeneration” by Campbell. Graydon Snyder contends that within the 
second testament, the idea of repentance “began to shift from a radical turning to God in 
face of the end time, to remorse over pagan ways and the adoption of the Christian 
gospel.” Alongside this, “the language of repentance gradually displaced the language of 
turning both in Hellenism and Christianity.”20 
 
Some linguistic conclusions 
 
 There is no single, definitive word in Hebrew and Greek that captures turning to 
the lead, ways, and desires of God, nor is there a straight translation line from Hebrew to 
Greek to English. Naturally, the language within this domain has also evolved, as have 
the church’s practices of repentance and conversion, and not necessarily consistently. I 
consider the linguistic ambiguity at play with “turning,” as well as with “conversion” and 
                                                
19Campbell, The Christian System, 222-8, particularly 225. Cummins, The Disciples, x, registers 
that Campbell wrote extensively upon the topic of reformation, not only in terms of reformed individual 
lives, but of the work in which he and others were engaged as one of reformation. Among other scholarship 
with a similar distinction concerning metanoia, see Duane K. Friesen and Bradley D. Guhr, “Metanoia and 
Healing: Toward a Great Plains Land Ethic,” Journal of Religious Ethics, December 1, 2009, 729, in this 
case, in the context of a contemporary ecological situation. Revelation 1-3 is replete with the word 
“metanoeo:” 2:5, 16, 21-22, 3:3 and 19; but “metamelomai” is not used in these passages. 
 
20Graydon F. Snyder, “Repentance in the New Testament,” The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the 
Bible, Supplementary Volume (Nashville: Abingdon, 1976), 738. 
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“repentance,” to be an opening through which I can legitimately adopt the terminology of 
“turning” for the practice of ecclesial re-orientation to the lead of God.  
Given this ‘permission’, I have decided to retain “turning” as the name for this 
proposed theopraxis for several reasons. (1) It matches the phenomenon I originally 
observed within the three transforming congregations. (2) “Turning” is the root notion 
shared in the other terms, and this fundamental, physical motion can enhance an 
otherwise abstract concept.21 To say it more expansively, the label “turning” can serve as 
a powerful clasp between theology and practice, especially in a project that aims to 
reclaim embodied, holistic forms of faith. (3) The idiom of  “turning” is also not as 
burdened with the ‘churchy’ or negative associations that tend to cling to “repentance” 
and “conversion.” The wager being laid here is that the practice of “turning,” re-
appropriated by the church, may be able to gain a new hearing and audience.  
(4) “Turning” also allows turning away and toward to be two sides of the same 
coin. In common parlance, the idiom “repent” has tended to point to that which one is 
giving up or from which one is turning away in accepting the gospel.22 Some voices, too, 
have unduly separated the two directions so that turning away is identified with 
repentance, and turning toward, faith, or they have divided the two in time, as if one must 
                                                
21In support of my stance, Holmes points out that in early Christian tradition, candidates for 
baptism physically turned and “faced west to renounce evil, and turned east to accept Jesus.” Holmes, 
Turning, 106. 
  
22Gabriel Fackre, Word in Deed: Theological Themes in Evangelism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
1975), 84-94. Jim Wallis, The Call to Conversion: Recovering the Gospel for These Times (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1981), Chapter one, n. 5, concurs with Fackre’s judgment. 
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come first and the other afterward.23 It is familiar to hear preachers say: “Repent of your 
sins!” but not to hear: “Repent to the reign of God!” Yet, the latter is a justifiable, even a 
preferable reading, especially for John’s and Jesus’ proclamations of the gospel.24 They 
built upon the Jewish practice of turning from sin to God and introduced a new 
connection between doing so, baptism, and the in-breaking reign of God.25 Practitioners 
at the Jordan were at once turning away from their own ruling passions and to their 
passion for the rule of God. (5) Moreover, the dual noun/verb nature of divine leadership 
suits “turning,” as what John and Jesus prescribed was, at the same time, turning toward 
the vision noun of God’s reign, and turning toward/allowing God to reign (verb). 
(6) The terminology of “turning” more directly denotes free will and the lack of 
compulsion that matches the counter-cultural norms about the good news in which this 
research study is invested, and (7) “turning,” unlike “repentance” and “conversion,” 
connotes rather seamlessly a process of turns, an intermittent feature of a lifelong process 
of faith, over and against a one-time event. (8) This language is conducive to the process-
relational rhythm of becoming too: turning to discern, the plural turns within integration, 
and turning to the context to bear witness. (9) Finally, it also lends itself to the developing 
aesthetic of congregations dancing the reign of God unto their transformations.  
 
 
                                                
23Wallis, The Call to Conversion, 4-5 
 
24The NRSV translates Matthew 3:2, (John): “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near,” 
Mark 1:15, (Jesus): “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near, repent, and believe in 
the good news.” 
 
25Quanbeck, “Repentance,” 34. 
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Striking Theological Thematic Guidelines 
 
1. God’s gracious invitation to dance initiates our turning. 
  
 It is God who initiates salvation and invites humanity into an active, life-giving 
relationship, and God’s overture triggers the turning of human community toward the 
Divine.26 This divine communication may come to human awareness in multiple ways, 
via oracle, call, word, revelation, aims, a preconscious whisper, or a touch. God’s 
invitation may also be communicated through the teaching of Jesus Christ, the lead of the 
Holy Spirit, the testimony of others, and the story concerning the activity of the Divine in 
the past, which has since become scripture and tradition passed on by the faith 
community.27 The divine word that invites all to turn is also authoritative and compelling, 
often proclaimed in the style of an imperative announcement,28 though the invitation is 
never forced upon humanity, and its source is genuine, abundant love. Accordingly, 
                                                
26In Isaiah 43-44, God communicates through the prophet an invitation to “return.” In Acts 1:3, 
Jesus “presents himself alive” to the disciples and they turn to him in response. The Revelation to John 
(chapters 1-3) comes from God to John and he passes it along to the churches, which turn to attention. The 
three founding Disciples documents, The Design, and the Words to the Church also assume that God is the 
initiator. Campbell, for instance, takes pains to describe God as developing “the Christian system” out of 
love for the world and for its salvation. The 2020 Vision is more intent on inspiring the Disciples to move 
forward into the future than it is to describe God and God’s invitational activity of the past and in the 
present, but this baseline overture is embedded in the document’s reference to “the good news of Jesus 
Christ.” Finally, the Disciples of Christ Identity Statement clearly references God’s welcome to the Table, 
which presses us to turn to others and welcome them. 
 
27See Isaiah 43:9, “the former things,” Acts 1:3 concerning Jesus Christ teaching the disciples 
more about the Kingdom of God, and a command refrain in Revelation for the churches to “listen to what 
the Spirit is saying.” It is Suchocki who employs “aim,” “whisper,” and “touch.” The Disciples documents 
all give prominence to the biblical testimony as a way that God continues to communicate with humanity.  
 
28Consider the straightforward language in Isaiah 43:19: “Behold, I am about to do a new thing,” 
the announcement of John the Baptist and Jesus in the gospels: “Repent (turn to) the reign of God that is at 
hand,” and Acts1:4, Jesus ordering the disciples not to leave Jerusalem, but to go there to wait for the Holy 
Spirit. Revelation also employs the call to and terminology of repentance. In The Christian System, 
Alexander Campbell does not command or order turning/repentance, but he does take care to teach what 
repentance is and what it is not in his presentation of the process of regeneration. 
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God’s disposition toward humanity as it turns is gracious, loving, compassionate, 
forgiving, welcoming, and trustworthy.29  
 Putting this theme into dance language, it is as if the church and the world are 
present at a grand ball and God comes to them with a loving look, an extended hand, and 
invites them to move to the music of the spheres, to the rhythm of God’s vision and reign. 
It may be that they arrive at the ball looking for this divine partner, having been on a 
spiritual quest prior, but even in this case, God has already been patiently seeking them, 
making the first overture of love.  
 This first theological theme points to a number of suggestions for the 
congregational theopraxis of turning, of which only a few at this juncture will be lifted 
up. Congregations would be wise to embrace the wide variety of openings through which 
God’s invitation may come to them as they turn to God, rather than only legitimating one, 
such as the biblical word, as potent as this medium is. It would do turning congregations 
                                                
29Isaiah 43:4 communicates God’s love for the people and 44:22, God’s forgiveness. The aim of 
the revelation to John is to both encourage and evaluate the seven churches. Besides underlining God’s love 
as the impetus for the Christian system, Campbell argues that people need to know that God loves them in 
order to turn to God to receive this gift (220). It is curious, then, that in the other Disciples materials here 
studied, “forgiveness” is not a prominent word, though the idea can probably be assumed or read into them 
at numerous junctures; its absence is especially unexpected in the Word to the Church on the Lord’s 
Supper, which puts forward five “strands” of the meaning of this sacrament, and the forgiveness of sin is 
not included. Even so, the good, loving God disposed in favor of humanity is present in “the covenant of 
love” theme in the preamble to The Design, and in the welcoming God who leads the movement of 
wholeness in the Identity Statement. 
 The three studied scripture texts are good examples of God’s trustworthiness. Isaiah underlines 
God as trustworthy by virtue of what God has done in the past, because of God’s love for the people, and 
due to God’s reign over all. The prophet also repeats the injunction not to fear, for God is with them and 
will do what is being promised. Acts includes reassurance, as well, that the promised Holy Spirit will be 
sent, and that, because the restoration of the Kingdom to Israel is in God’s good hands, they need not 
preoccupy themselves with it. Revelation supports the theme of trusting in God on the grounds that Jesus 
Christ knows the churches, walks among them, comprehends the times in which they are living and the 
suffering that may come, and promises not to forsake them. Among the Disciples documents, an example 
of turning to the Trustworthy One is implied in the preamble of The Design as it describes the church as 
yielding itself to God.  
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well, too, to get better acquainted with the “music” of God’s vision and desires for 
creation by educating itself on the reign of God as part of its readiness work and capacity-
building practices. Lastly, it is prudent for congregational leaders to reassure faltering 
congregations that as they turn to God, God is indeed “for” them.  
 
2. It is within our God-given power to turn to God’s  
invitation or away from it. 
 
An aspect of God’s gracious economy and counter-cultural exercise of 
sovereignty is that human beings and the church are agents with the power to turn away 
or toward the invitation, 30 each direction bearing consequence in relational existence.31 
                                                
30See chapter seven, in the section about the counter-cultural nature of the reign of God, for a 
fuller treatment of this point. The three scripture texts all assume this agency of response to God’s new 
thing (Isaiah), to the commission as witnesses (Acts), and to faithfully adhere to the one God in the context 
of multiple pretenders (Revelation). Within the Disciples documents, there is much emphasis upon “gospel 
liberty” and “freedom of conscience.” As illustration, A. Campbell equates the phrase “turning to the Lord” 
to “repentance” (45), a step that the subject is able to enact. In The Christian System, 20-21, he describes 
religion as what God has done for us and what human beings need to do in order to be reconciled to the 
love, worship, and enjoyment of God. “Heaven overtures; and man accepts, surrenders, and returns to 
God.” God’s gifts – the Messiah, Holy Spirit, etc., are all part of the grace that is extended, which are only 
to be accepted “freely,” “to receive them cordially, and to give up our hearts to him.” In line with 
Campbell’s theology, therefore, one can legitimately say that turning is what humans do by God’s grace 
and within the purview of God’s sovereignty. It takes nothing away from God or God’s power that they are 
able to exercise this muscle; rather, it is an inherent feature of the love relationship that God seeks with 
human beings, and the manner in which the Creator has created heaven and earth. The Design uses 
language: “we accept our mission of witness and service,” and the concept of covenant therein is a pact that 
is mutually entered and upheld. The Words to the Church describes evangelism in invitational terms that 
suggest a freedom of response. The welcome of God to the Table is freely offered in the Identity Statement.  
Suchocki’s theology concurs that an actual entity or church society of actual entities can attend to 
and select God’s life-giving aims or not. In process-relational theology, agency is built into the nature of 
actual occasions. They are “actual” because they are “concrete and real” and they exert impact upon 
“actuality.” (See Whitehead, Process and Reality, 18-19.) Suchocki writes of this, too, in her article 
“Deconstructing Deconstruction,” 136. She describes Whitehead’s as a “postmodernist physiological 
epistemology that starts with ideas that “being is power,” and “to exist is to have an effect,” in other words, 
that “existence” is the “transmission of energy,” which he then explains “through the connective reality of 
relation” as an actual occasion becomes and this new actual occasion influences others and the next 
becoming moment. Actual occasions participate freely in relationship with God, and due to the relational 
nature of creation, the choices of actual occasions in turn have an effect upon God, even contributing to 
God’s fulfillment. 
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As Suchocki points out, we have “response-ability,” and this can be nurtured through 
readiness and capacity-building practices, such as prayer. Of course, freedom and agency 
do not make turning easy; in fact, there may be quite an internal struggle of will, and 
many material circumstances to negotiate before arriving at this choice, as well as after 
making such a commitment. Turning is also complex in that it is not only the private 
practice of individuals;32 a group can and should turn together and publicly.33 Discerning 
God’s aims together involves arriving at some level of consensus to adopt the divine 
direction, all the while negotiating diversity, respecting difference, and not forcing 
compliance. In conjunction, turning to any new way of being calls for a community of 
support and solidarity that practices the aimed-for alternative social habitus, and a body 
of turners is built up in strength as they do so together.34  
                                                                                                                                            
31Revelation’s letters to the churches refer to contingencies that assume human agency: “If you do 
this, this will happen; if not, this.”  Rewards and punishments are integral to the commendations and 
warnings therein, and are intended to motivate the turning to God. In the case of the erring teacher called 
“Jezebel,” who discerns incorrectly the aims of God, thereby choosing to turn away from God’s ways and 
leading others astray, the consequences are dire, even un-God-like in their vengefulness (2:20-23). The 
other interlocutors, in contrast, refer more to consequences than punishments, and attempt to motivate 
through the rewards named or implied that will come from turning to the Divine. While Campbell, for 
instance, writes of the human need for Jesus Christ as a sin offering in the introductory sections of The 
Christian System (21-34), he does not repeat this line of reasoning or emphasize this argument in his 
treatment of the process of regeneration in a later essay (219-265), a process that includes a step of 
repentance and results in the remission of sin. His tendency appears to motivate instead by the blessing that 
comes with turning to and accepting the lead of God. 
  
32Gaventa, “You Will Be My Witnesses,” 422. 
 
33Robert A. Bryant, “Romans 12:1-8,” Interpretation: A Journal of Bible and Theology, 58, no. 3 
(July 1, 2004): 288, and George Smiga, “Romans 12:1-2 & 15:30-32 and the Occasion of the Letter to the 
Romans,” The Catholic Biblical Quarterly  53, no. 2 (April 1, 1991): 269-70. 
 
34Cooey, “The Power of Transformation,” 24, lifts up the value of bonding and solidarity with 
others for liberation, especially among women’s empowerment groups. 
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 When the reign of God is likened to a dance, our freedom signifies that it is 
possible for us to meet the gaze and take the outstretched hand, or to turn away, reject the 
overture, and not participate. The divine invitation to enter the reign of God ball is also 
extended to groups, such as the church, expanding the metaphor to that of a square dance 
or a circle folk dance.35  
 Again, this second theme implies suggestions for practice. For example, listing 
what we are giving up and what we are gaining by accepting God’s lead may aid the 
church in following it. Another suggestion is for congregations to be honest with 
themselves, especially when they sense themselves moving outside of values of mutuality 
and free assent and back into paradigms of mere duty or methods of manipulation. In 
addition, Suchocki’s claim that the intersubjectivity of groups is stronger when they 
understand their purpose compels congregations to educate themselves on ecclesiology as 
part of their readiness regimen. As a final point, turning congregations benefit from 
practicing a variety of group models of discernment.  
 
3. The optimal disposition in turning is to long to be in 
relationship with God, and to be fully present with the  
whole self: honest, open, and attentive. 
 
Although Disciples have sometimes earned the reputation of relying more on the 
reasoned, heady side of faith, their longing for the unity, wholeness, justice, and 
harmonious well-being of God’s reign is yet palpable.36 These authors assume that people 
                                                
35Leonora Tubbs Tisdale, Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1997), 124-6. 
 
36In Isaiah 43-44, the prophet attempts to stir up the passion for and trust in God after the 
debilitating exile, encouraging the people to turn again to the true God, who is also doing a new thing for 
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have to want to be a part of God’s movement to turn to it.37 Longing is at the root of 
being fully present and attending to the voice of the Holy One in every instant, with the 
entire self,38 with anticipation.  
                                                                                                                                            
their redemption. In Acts, Luke is making the good news of Jesus Christ and the hope of the reign of God 
immediate again in the hearts and minds of the church of his day by recounting how the promises and 
teachings of the Resurrected One empowered the earliest disciples to be witnesses. Revelation’s John wants 
the fervor of the revelation he received to rekindle the light of witness in the church so that it might be fit 
and faithful in the empire. When it comes to Disciples tradition, particularly in the founding documents, a 
longing for Christian unity and for the arrival of the millennium is clearly motivational. Concerning the 
tension between passion and reason within the Disciples, we can see A. Campbell in The Christian System 
holding at bay some of the feeling side of faith. As he outlines regeneration, he tends to emphasize the 
reasonableness of the process; we are to turn to God because this makes sense; it is logical and required of 
us. So it is that in his steps of regeneration, the step of feeling does not come until after that of faith, which 
is accepting the fact of what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. As pointed out earlier, Campbell’s word 
study of “metanoia” also downplays the form of “metalomonai” and its meaning of sorrow and guilt over 
sin. Nevertheless, Campbell longs for the unity of believers, the conversion of the world to the gospel, and 
the fulfillment of the rule of Christ on earth as much as Barton Stone and his father, Thomas. Reading The 
Design in light of this denominational ambivalence about passion and the prominence this church group 
gives to reason, the poetic language in the preamble appears to be measured: not too passionate and not too 
reasonable. Even the use of “rejoice” and “celebrate” is held in check within it. Be that as it may, in The 
Word to the Church on the Lord’s Supper, a hint of desire is found in the list of the strands of meaning 
concerning the sacrament of the Lord’s Table, as it references the foretaste of joy in “the feast of the reign 
of God.” It could be that Hamm cast the 2020 Vision and it found resonance with the denomination because 
they all wanted to recapture the fire of the good news and to be known as those with a “passion for justice.” 
It is also easy to read into the Identity Statement that Disciples want to become even more fully that 
movement for wholeness in a fragmented world that the statement claims they are. Farley, The Wounding 
and Healing of Desire, xvii-xviii, 3, honors and reclaims the language of longing and desire for faith. She 
writes of desire as the thread that guides us down the “spiral staircase of our mind” until we get to the 
“incandescent fire” that “burns away every obstacle to love,” and we find our way home. See also Emilie 
Griffin, Turning: Reflections on the Experience of Conversion (Garden City, NJ: Doubleday and Company, 
Inc., 1980), 29, who suggests that the first stage in the conversion experience is desire/longing. Recall, as 
well, the poignant moment in Cityside’s story of transformation, as Pastor Curtis and the board were 
negotiating a call, when the board expressed longing: “Give us the gospel!”  
 
37Griffin, Turning, 31, 48, writes that turning begins with a longing or restlessness, in other words, 
the “heart’s ache” for home.” 
  
38One example of this trait is the command in Acts 1. When the disciples have turned and attended 
to the Risen Christ, he tells them to turn to Jerusalem and actively, prayerfully await the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. The instruction to the churches in Revelation to attend to John’s revelation and to the Holy Spirit 
with all their faculties is another especially poignant example. So it is that Sardis is told to “wake up” and 
“remember,” and Laodicea is instructed to turn to the knock, open the door to the Savior, and share supper 
with him. It is also important to the author that the congregations listen well to commendable teachers of 
the faith so they can be worthy witnesses. Within Disciples tradition, along these lines, we find the 2020’s 
mark of “deep Christian spirituality.” Bodily senses, emotions, thought, and spiritual acuity all play roles in 
the turning that the subjects do or are called to do within the three biblical pericopes. A. Campbell also 
writes about regeneration in similar holistic terms. This turning unto transformation, or “regeneration,” 
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 To express this third theme in terms of a dance with the Divine, it is appropriate 
and positive for the church to eagerly anticipate God’s invitation, and for a congregation 
to desire to learn more of the Holy One while moving together to the music, thus treating 
it as an adventure. As a group dance, this longing should also include enthusiasm to know 
the other members of the body of Christ, and since following the lead or the call of God 
and turning together during the dance may not come naturally or smoothly at first, grace 
in the face of clumsiness is crucial. With practice, developing full attention over time, 
dancers can mature in their spiritual intuition, pick up the non-verbal cues, and begin to 
enjoy the dance more. 
 The theme of longing also holds ramifications for the praxis of turning. While 
across history, on the whole, the church has not favored mixing faith with idioms of 
“longing,” “desire,” “passion,” or “dance,” and past prohibitions and current inhibitions 
might lead parishioners to be uncomfortable, even reluctant, to do so, certainly there are 
ways for wise congregational leaders to make these connections. Were facilitators to 
inquire into the longings of parishioners in regard to their relationships to the Divine, to 
the church, and to matters of faith, they might finally recognize them and be empowered 
                                                                                                                                            
concerns the whole person, the whole life, the whole church, and the whole creation. He proffers that 
regeneration is a change of views, affections, state, and life. The Design employs the turning language of 
“yielding ourselves to God.” Also supporting the premise that a broad spectrum of the self is called upon in 
turning, see Wall, Acts of the Apostles, 22, who states: “repentance is an intellectual reorientation – a 
change of one’s mind.” Holmes, Turning to Christ, 91, speaks of multiple dimensions of conversion, but 
one of these is the emotional when he points out that conversion is an act of surrender – of “falling in love.” 
Cooey, “The Power of Transformation, “ 23-6, brings to the fore that conversion is a concept that “covers a 
range of experiences,” too often narrowed to those that require a loss of ego and those that focus on the 
inner life, so that conversion should also include the kind of consciousness-raising that transpires within 
women’s empowerment groups and, borrowing the ideal from Judith Plaskow’s research, this kind of 
conversion “culminates in ‘the experience of full related selfhood.’” 
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to turn away from and deal constructively with the myriad distractions of the world and 
of church life itself, becoming a blessing of liberation.  
 
4. Turning toward God signifies commitment and a  
turning away from other partners, lesser gods,  
and goals.  
 
 Turning marks a dividing line in time; life is one way before and another after. It 
represents a new vision and loyalty, with a matching change of direction and behavior.39 
So the two trajectories of turning toward and away are mirror images of each other, and 
either direction may initiate the desired change of life.40 A turner may be so attracted to 
                                                
39Jim Wallis, The Call to Conversion, 4, states that conversion is “a basic change in life 
direction,” and the “key to conversion in the biblical stories is a turning from and a turning to.” Later (9), 
he makes the point that “conversion is the beginning of active solidarity with the purposes of the kingdom 
of God in the world.” F. Laubach, J. Goetzmann, and U. Becker, The New International Dictionary of the 
New Testament, ed. Colin Brown, 3 vols. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975), 1:355 also note “conversion 
involves a change of lords.”  
Rendering turning as “a change of lords” connects nicely to the reign of God good news that this 
dissertation argues, but may not coincide with its research conclusion of the reign’s counter-cultural, non-
hierarchical sensibilities. The language of “lords” also links to those scholars who accent obedience motifs, 
sometimes along with their hierarchical overtones. For such thinkers the practice of turning, repentance, or 
conversion is being obedient to a divine commandment, to a Lord who is to simply be obeyed without 
question. Lesslie Newbigin, The Finality of Christ, 93-4, reads the call to conversion found in the prophets 
and in John the Baptist as “a call to concrete obedience here and now.” The stance of this dissertation is to 
use the language of “reign of God,” because it does convey ultimacy and serves as a necessary outside 
referent for humanity, but it does so cautiously, always communicating clearly that God’s reign is non-
coercive and non-violent. This dissertation avoids obedience motifs for the practice of ecclesial turning for 
they risk invoking too easily paradigms of domination that distance God and seek to motivate human 
turning through mere dutiful obligation or even fear. As a counter proposal, see Stone’s portrayal of 
conversion as a “change of loves,” Evangelism After Christendom, 260. 
   
40The study texts illustrate turning away and turning toward in a customized fashion for their 
contexts and audiences. Provided here is just a selection of illustrations. Isaiah tells the readers not to dwell 
on “things of old” and “former things” (turn away) though the former things God has done can be a 
foundation for trust in the Divine (turn toward); plus, they are to give up idols, those images of wood that 
cannot save them (turn away) and to return to the one, true God who is doing a new thing in the present to 
restore them (turn toward). In Acts, the Risen Jesus teaches them to turn toward the kingdom of God anew 
and to turn away from preoccupation with the restoration of Israel. At his ascension, the angels tell the 
disciples to turn away from gazing heavenward and toward the witness task at hand. Specific direction is 
given to each of the seven congregations in Revelation for their turning, but in general for all of them, it is 
the push to turn away from the empire deities, false teachers, and lesser ways of life, and toward the one, 
true God and God’s ways. Without necessarily employing turning terminology, Barton Stone and T. 
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the peace of the reign of God to abandon all else to experience it, or might be so 
frustrated by unhealthy ways of living to turn away from them first. Eventually, however, 
the impetus to first turn away from alcohol, for instance, will have to be augmented by 
the positive motivation of a new, daily life free of addiction. Similarly, turning away 
from other leaders than God may not necessarily denote a commitment to God, but a 
conscious turning toward the Divine will subsume and order all other priorities. This 
theological order also guides turning to God and turning to the context; when the Holy 
One is the leader of the dance and the reign of God is sought and practiced first, the 
church’s turning to the context will take its proper place, and God’s activity therein will 
be discovered, as contrasted to putting the demands of the context in the driver’s seat as 
the congregation seeks change. 
 Correlating to the dance metaphor, accepting the invitation and turning toward the 
lead of God marks a defining moment. The turner is choosing this dance partner over 
others, and to follow this partner’s lead and vision as the music plays. Attentive focus and 
concentration supplements longing and these become prerequisites to a positive 
                                                                                                                                            
Campbell’s documents prescribe turning toward unity, bible, freedom, and the coming millennium, and 
away from division, rancor, and imposition of doctrine. In their own ministry choices, they turned from 
forms of church that stifled diversity and welcome, and toward establishing new congregations that united 
on faith in Jesus Christ alone. A. Campbell’s process of regeneration acknowledged the place of 
repentance, thus encompassing a turning away from the old and a turning toward new life in Christ. The 
Design hints at turning in its use of “yielding” to God and “obedience” to Christ. The more contemporary 
Disciples documents emphasize very infrequently the turning away, except by comparative implication to 
the move of turning toward God and God’s ways, with a few exceptions. For instance, the Word to the 
Church on the Lord’s Supper invites the denomination to reflect upon the importance of a confession of sin 
(turning away) and absolution in worship services and as part of communion, a liturgical practice generally 
seldom exercised in Disciples orders of worship. When the 2020 Vision commits the denomination to be a 
faithful and growing church, by implication it is turning away from unfaithfulness and decline. In the pro-
reconciling/anti-racist priority within the 2020 Vision is evident both turnings. Interestingly, the order of 
speaking of this priority shifted in these years to the “pro” side first and the “anti” second, thereby 
reflecting a Disciples’ temperament for defining itself by the “toward” over the “away.” The Disciples 
Identity Statement adds that the denomination is against fragmentation and for wholeness and welcome. 
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experience of moving together. As partners sense each other in give and take, they learn 
more about each other, and their dancing of necessity will take into account and be 
responsive to what is going on around them.  
 The commitment involved in turning toward the will and ways of God has 
implications for practice, of which only a few will be highlighted here. Given that turning 
to God means turning away from and changing other engrained patterns and habits, 
congregations should not be naïve, but name openly and out loud both what/who they are 
turning toward and that from which they are turning away, or identify what they are 
defining for and against, giving first place and the most air time to the former. During 
transformation, congregations will be called to give up aspects of church life that have 
been dear to them and once beneficial, so aspects of the past that are changing will need 
to be repositioned in favor of the new thing God is doing. Rituals may be intentionally 
designed to honor the history and let it go (turn away), and to reach for the future (turn 
toward). During worship, congregants might also be invited to physically turn their 
bodies toward an object, a person, or a location, say, toward the Lord’s Table, or toward 
the windows and doors of the worship space (representing the outside context) in order to 
symbolize and set corporate resolve to perform their ecclesial vocation of witness.  
 
5. Committing to the lead of God obliges  
continual, contextual turning. 
 
 This fifth proposition confirms the theme of the interlocutors that God acts on 
behalf of a needy world in an on-going and customized manner, necessitating a 
continuing practice of ecclesial turning to this active God, newly-responsive in each time 
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and context.41 Congregations must return, refocus, and reform in order to practice the 
reign of God, a mantra of Protestant tradition: “ecclesia reformata secundum verbi Dei 
semper reformanda” – “the church once reformed is always in the process of being 
reformed according to the Word of God.” Elizabeth Conde-Frazier’s definition of 
conversion matches this theme, saying: Conversion is “an on-going journey into the 
mystery of the reign of God . . . [one] of many turnings.”42 
  It is also the case that education and spiritual preparation for witness is not 
realized with a single turn of commitment, but takes place as a process over the course of 
a life,43 and transforming congregations are in “continual conversion.”44 In the 
                                                
41Isaiah’s injunction to return to Yahweh at the end of the exile does not preclude the need for 
continual turning from idols. The progression of Acts 1:1-14 is more than one collective turn of the 
disciples to the Divine; they are led to meet multiple times with the Risen Christ to learn more about the 
Kingdom of God, once upon the mount of Olivet, and afterward, following his lead to Jerusalem where 
they would await and turn to encounter the Holy Spirit, before they would turn to the next rings of context 
in mission. Revelation assumes that the Christians in the seven congregations had already at least once 
turned to the Lord Jesus, but they are instructed to “repent” again and correct several aspects of their 
ecclesial lives as they face their changing environment. Among the founding Disciples documents, A. 
Campbell writes of a “repentance unto life” that continues across the lifespan, and in an essay more than 
two decades into the movement (“Regeneration,” 240-56), he advised its congregations to attend to several 
improvements, or turns, if you will, that would strengthen the faithfulness of the cause: that the church 
cultivate “more knowledge of the scripture,” more attention to “bringing up the children in the faith,” 
nurture virtues, and fulfill duty, piety, philanthropy, and joy. The Design advises the church “continue to 
discern God’s vision” (turn to God) and to adapt its missions and structures to the needs of a changing 
world,” (turning to the context and to God at work in it). 
  
42Elizabeth Conde-Frazier, S. Steve Kang, Gary A. Parrett, A Many-Colored Kingdom (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004), 112, 114. 
 
43Gaventa, “You Will Be My Witnesses,” 421, avers that for Luke, conversion is “not an end in 
itself.” It leads somewhere and produces other changes. 
  
44The phrase “continual conversion” is taken from Darrell Guder’s book of the same name. His 
argument is that the church must be evangelized too (26), confront its “reductionism of the gospel” (71), 
and “become a mission community” (149). This kind of conversion (“turning” would be my choice of term) 
happens as it hears and responds to the gospel, as it is shaped by God’s Spirit, and as it is intentional as an 
alternative to cultural pressures (151). See also Orlando E. Costas, “Conversion as a Complex Experience: 
A Personal Case Study,” in Down to Earth: Studies in Christianity and Culture, ed. John R.W. Stott and 
Robert Coote (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980), “In order to call others to conversion, [the church] must be 
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terminology of process-relational theology, they are “becoming” through repeated turning 
to the aims of God. The practice of turning is thus a tool of the Holy Spirit, guiding, 
pacing, and empowering the church in fulfilling its vocation, and other ecclesial 
practices, such as bible study, prayer, and community service, can undergird turning, just 
as turning can motivate bible study, prayer, and community service.  
 Theme number five befits the metaphor of dancing the reign of God. While there 
may be an initial, dramatic, first turn in accepting God’s invitation, a dance would not be 
constituted by just one. To follow God’s promptings will mean turning away from 
distractions and refocusing upon the true leader over and over again, especially as the 
dancing of necessity provokes experimentation, improvisation, and new creative choices. 
A congregation’s continual turning to the lead of God might be likened, then, to a 
twirling ballerina that returns every 360 degrees to his chosen object of focus, thereby 
able to negotiate the sequence of circles for which the choreography calls. Continual 
turning sharpens a congregation’s skills, and over time, turns it into a new people.  
 Continual, contextualized congregational turning naturally holds implications for 
praxis. In sync with the stories of the three case study congregations, it is advisable for 
clergy and lay leaders to recall to the people who they are following as a congregational 
body and why they are initiating particular turns and changes to their ordinary corporate 
culture. In the same vein, it is wise to layer other ecclesial practices such as worship, 
stewardship, and evangelism with turning. If the leadership intends to transform regular 
                                                                                                                                            
converted itself,” and he concurs with the idea of conversion as an ongoing process that transforms the 
totality of one’s life. Emilie Griffin, Turning, 24, employs the lovely language of a “first turning” and the 
“further turning,” and directly argues: “conversion is a lifetime of continuous turning” (165).  
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decision-making meetings into experiences of corporate turning to God’s reign, as an 
example, it should incorporate practices of prayer and testimony intermittently in the 
agenda. Indeed, this interdependence of practices can create a matrix of connections and 
pathways, or “nooks and crannies”45 within congregational life, through which the Divine 
can communicate and lead the church interstitially. 
 
6. Turning to God’s lead while dancing the reign of God  
sparks delight and provokes thanksgiving as it transforms  
congregations. 
 
 In scripture and church tradition, turning to God and God’s ways is depicted as 
freeing, energizing, joyful, and gratifying.46 Congregations that practice the reign of God 
by continually turning to God’s deepest desires for them and for the world will 
experience the fruits of this accompaniment: joy and fullness of life.  
Just because congregations are turning to the good news of God in their midst, 
however, does not mean that sadness, suffering, temptation, hurt, or anger ought to be 
swept under the rug. When the daily path to change is challenging, overshadowed, and 
                                                
45Suchocki utilized this phrase in a lecture on prayer, delivered at the 2013 General Assembly of 
the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ), meeting in Orlando, Florida, July 13-17. 
 
46The sources articulate this variously. Isaiah, for instance, predicts that in turning to God, the 
restored people will be like “tamarisk and willow trees.” Acts communicates the joy that Jesus Christ is 
alive, the anticipation that the Holy Spirit is coming, and the satisfaction that the church has a vocation. 
Revelation details the rewards that will come to each place as it accepts the word of the Spirit for it. In 
chapter twenty of his essay entitled “The Christian System,” (50) in the book of the same name, A. 
Campbell lists the blessings that come from turning to God and receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit after 
baptism: “Christians . . . are quickened, animated, encouraged, and sanctified by the power and influence of 
the Spirit of God, working in them through the truth.”  
Beyond the eleven dialogue partners, see Cooey, “The Power of Transformation,” 26, 31, who 
points out that turning toward God’s ways rewards the subject with “new energy and confidence.” She also 
sees it as a shift of power when power is defined as “vitalizing energy,” or “transforming energy.” See also 
John A. McLean, “Did Jesus Correct the Disciples View of the Kingdom?” Bibliotheca Sacra 151 (April-
June, 1994): 215-27, who studies the Acts 1 text and compares it to Peter’s Pentecost sermon. When he 
examines repentance, he finds that it is a prerequisite to “times of refreshment” (224). 
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even treacherous, these witnesses testify to a God that is present to all and in all 
circumstances, and a result of turning is that congregations become capacious in 
empathy, weeping with those who weep and rejoicing with those who rejoice (Rom. 
12:14). Plus, in the relational nature of existence, as they delight in the Divine and vice 
versa, they become different, acquiring even further reasons to express thanksgiving and 
more stories of immediate gospel good news to tell.  
 It may come naturally to associate turning during a dance with delight, because 
the movement of people to music is most always a positive, joyful, and attractive event, 
liberative and life-giving. To watch and to participate in the movement of a 
congregational body that is “of one accord” through the Holy Spirit, reaching out and 
welcoming new people into the circle, rejoicing in the justice, peace, and well-being of 
the planet, is uplifting and transformative. The unaffected impulse of the participant and 
the spectator is to give God praise and even join in, rendering the dance of the reign of 
God its own best advertisement. 
 When congregational turning to the lead of God is framed as a practice of delight 
and doxology, certain qualities will guide its praxis. Possibly foremost, it is critical to 
saturate congregational communications and conversations with good news 
announcements, that is, to point to the in-breaking reign of God, the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, to which the church is called to be a witness, as it happens, when it is near. Lay 
and clergy leaders, therefore, should name and give thanks for the freedom of the Spirit 
as they see it catching hold in the congregation and its environs. Thus, as busy as being 
church in today’s world can be, time should always be given to “pause in enjoyment,” as 
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Suchocki enjoins. As a last related suggestion, congregations that desire to dance the 
reign of God should prepare their members to receive both those who will be skeptical of 
and those attracted to the festivities of faith.  
 
7. God accomplishes transformation through the practice  
of turning, and this has a relational witness effect upon 
others in the surrounding environment. 
 
 When a body of believers turns together to God’s aims, desires, and future, it is 
organically transformed and propelled into a witness relationship with the surrounding 
context.47 This is also the case because witness in the surrounding context is God’s 
desire, and a turning congregation commits to incarnate God’s reigning desire there in the 
context where God is already actively engaged. Disciplined ecclesial turning, then, will 
result over time in that particular circle of faith turning into an ambassador of God’s good 
news in the present. Of course, the reign of God happening is a dividing line as well as an 
open door, a stumbling block to some and rest to the souls of others. As laid bare by the 
ministry of Jesus Christ, there are no guarantees that the invitation or experience of 
                                                
47In Isaiah, the people of God are called to be witnesses to God’s great act of restoration from 
exile, which will also have the effect of proving to the nations that there is no other god besides Yahweh, 
and of putting the idols to shame. In Acts, Jesus teaches the disciples that turning to the Divine will 
empower them to fulfill their vocation of witness. The Revelation to John points out that the way the seven 
congregations live in the world either lights their lamp stands, or leaves them in the dark and their witness 
for naught. The founding Disciples texts were deeply concerned about the strife and division of the church, 
not only because it was unpleasant, but because this disunity showed forth automatically and hindered the 
spread of the gospel and the turning of the entire world to Christ. In the schema of process-relational 
theology, the two moves of discernment (prehension/reception) and integration (selection/satisfaction) 
culminate in witness-bearing (superjectivity/giving). 
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turning to the dominion of God will be welcomed; there can be backlash from outside 
and even inside the church.48 
 This theological claim about the practice of turning fits well with the motif of 
dancing. If we equate the dance floor of the reign of God ball to the contemporary 
context, then the dance of God’s dominion will not be private, carried out secretly, or in a 
vacuum. Though in today’s cultural context, it seems terribly hard to capture the public’s 
attention, and people appear non-interested, too busy, and distracted by more flashy 
displays, spectators will be able to “read” the actions of the church, more so than it 
realizes, and as the church turns, others on the world’s dance floor are affected and 
pressed to adapt ever so slightly. Also, according to process-relational theology, whatever 
is transformed and gained through this corporate movement will serve as the beginning 
point for the next turn, the next piece of music, and the next dance.  
One of the most critical practical implications of this theme is that congregations 
become knowledgeable about current contextual realities. They should turn to the 
surrounding environment in all its complexity, (a) out of a growing love for the world, 
more like God’s, (b) in order to be ready to respond when God prompts the congregation 
to witness to a particular corner in a specific way, and (c) to perceive the countless subtle 
                                                
48The potential backlash to witness lies only in the background of Isaiah 43-44. For example, the 
reader can imagine that the news of restoration would not be good to the Babylonians, idol manufacturers, 
and other national powers. In later oracles, the prophet introduces the Suffering Servant, an 
acknowledgement of suffering in face of faithfulness. Acts 1:1-14 portrays the disciples as quite 
submissive, only asking a question of Jesus here or there, and no negative reaction is noted by the 
surrounding context as yet to their spreading the word, but the crucifixion of Jesus is still fresh in the 
collective memory of these characters and of the reading church. Revelation is more clear that persecution 
can come to the turning, and that the church can be beset by internal resistance. The Disciples founders 
experienced negative reactions from the wider church, where the more established post-Restructure 
denomination less so. It is the 1981 Word to the Church that speaks to the potential backlash to the 
church’s witness to the reign of God. 
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and not-so-subtle influences the context is having upon the congregation toward or away 
from faithfulness.49 While the church automatically and inherently bears some kind of 
witness in the world, congregational leaders and parishioners should consider how they 
might amplify their faithfulness beyond their walls. If their turning to God’s desires has 
led them to become a multicultural congregation, as one possibility, then the extra step 
would be asking: “How will we proclaim this beyond the witness that those who choose 
to enter the worship space on a Sunday will see?” Another idea is to practice the 
sacraments of baptism and communion outdoors in view of the neighbors. Still an 
additional suggestion is to research the community tables at which different service 
groups, other religions, and governmental servants are gathering to articulate dreams and 
make decisions, and then seek God’s desires as to whether and when to participate. 
Besides all these ideas, turning congregations will need to be spiritually readied to deal 
with both the positive and negative reactions to their witness.   
 
The Practice of Turning Within the  
Case-study Congregations 
 
 The three participating congregations negotiated corporate turns within and across 
all twelve areas of changed congregational life, bringing about overall turnarounds from 
“church for us” to “church for witness.” Unaware of the themes that this research project 
is now arguing to be important to a full-bodied practice of turning, nor, as will be evident, 
fully incorporating all seven thematic guidelines into their behavior, they yet practiced 
moments of united attention to God and adopted new behaviors that changed them into 
                                                
49As one of the regional ministers of the denomination expressed it in interview: “In what ways is 
the context having its way with us (the church)?” 
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faithful church, so I revisited the transcripts to look more closely at their corporate 
turnings. Mindful that table fellowship had been vital to Jesus’ dance of the reign of 
God,50 and that my exegesis of Luke 5:27-39 (not ultimately selected as a dialogue 
partner in chapter seven) had situated Levi’s turn to discipleship around tables, starting at 
his work table as a tax collector and culminating at the party he threw in Jesus’ honor as 
he bore witness by eating at the table with all kinds of people,51 I was particularly curious 
as to whether the congregational turnings had revolved around tables of some kind, and 
all eighteen had,52 thus providing a typology for this theopraxis. 
 
Turning at the Study Table:  
Cityside’s Bible Class 
  
Cityside Christian practiced regular turning to the lead of God by studying the 
word of God in weekly bible classes. They deemed doing so important not only because 
                                                
50R. Alan Culpepper, “The Gospel of Luke,” The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, Vol. IX 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995), 20-30, includes “table fellowship” as one of six prominent themes in 
Luke’s gospel, and a number of scholars have underlined that the table fellowship practice of Jesus was 
integrated with his overall vision of the reign of God, the Jubilee, the eschatological banquet, and God’s 
economic justice, all of which incorporated surprising reversals of what was expected by the citizens of the 
contemporary context. See, for example, Halvor Moxnes, The Economy of the Kingdom: Social Conflict 
and Economic Relations in Luke’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), particularly 154-61, 166, 
168, and 169; Dennis E. Smith, “Table Fellowship as a Literary Motif in the Gospel of Luke,” Journal of 
Biblical Literature, 106 (Dec. 1987): 628; Frederick W. Danker, Jesus and the New Age: A Commentary on 
St. Luke’s Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 13. 
 
51Levi was following the theopraxis teaching of Jesus: “When you give a banquet, invite the poor, 
the crippled, the lame, and the blind.” Luke 14:13 (NRSV) 
 
52Letty M. Russell, Church in the Round: Feminist Interpretation of the Church (Louisville, KY: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993) develops her feminist ecclesiology on “The Table Principle” (24), 
organizing her book according to three kinds of tables around which the labor of the church is conducted: 
(a) Round Table connection, (b) Kitchen Table solidarity, and (c) Welcome Table partnership. Her 
metaphor arises from the kind of furniture that would be in a “household of freedom” (12), and the table 
would be round to convey the inclusion and connection around it. A “church in the round” (12) is a 
Christian community of faith and struggle that practices God’s hospitality in table fellowship with those at 
the margins. Though I did not borrow from Russell directly in reporting on these four “turning tables,” the 
similarities are striking. 
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bible study contributed to their growth in “the Word,” but because before transformation, 
in Pastor Curtis’ analysis, the lay leaders had been more inclined to treat the 
congregational constitution and by-laws as their ‘bible.’ Creating a community of 
learners and developing lay leaders was also in view, in order that Cityside would 
“become Disciples who disciple others.” Everyone was invited to participate, but 
prospective lay leaders were expected to attend. 
 The two main opportunities were mid-week: a daytime and an evening group. The 
general flow of these sessions was to gather, open with prayer or praise singing, share a 
meal and informal conversation, conduct class, and then close with prayer. Each group 
had its own personality and pace, but at both settings, a lesson plan was followed, 
including some give and take with the facilitator, and lively, open group discussion.   
 Cityside’s practice of turning in bible study exhibited attention to five of the 
seven guidelines. The two others: coming to a commitment to God’s word, and clarity 
concerning to what and from what the congregation was turning, were not vigorous 
priorities. While individual commitments and behavior might surface during the group 
discussion, coming to a corporate consensus on the lead of God was not the aim, and I 
did not notice the groups wrestling with what witness they already were or were going to 
collectively bear in the world as a result of their study of the Word. The format of their 
practice could embrace and incorporate these two absent themes should they choose to do 
so. Cityside’s practice also commends to the list of thematic guidelines the wise 
injunction that disciplined turning through the bible should be an expectation of 
congregational leadership. 
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Thus, one of the tables around which congregational bodies may gather in order to 
turn toward and discern the aim of the Divine is the study table. All three of these 
congregations revitalized former programs and groups, such as Sunday School, and/or 
initiated new educational venues for members and visitors, such as “Life Groups,” 
spirituality retreats, book groups, learning sessions on Disciples tradition, think tanks on 
missional engagement, and weekly bible studies, of which Cityside’s bible class is one. 
They purposefully “set” these tables so that they would be welcoming, nonjudgmental, 
and fun. Along with basic education, the goal is to “change lives,” equip disciples, and 
mature faith, to the point that the learners can become more familiar with and attuned to 
the desires and vision of God, enabled to trace God’s movement in their lives, in the 
congregation, and in current world events.  
 
Turning at the Discernment Table: River Ridge’s 
 Returning to the Congregational  
Vocation Statement 
 
 River Ridge Christian turned to God’s lead by discerning a vision of local 
ecclesial identity. “Praise God, Serve Others, Grow in Christ” was recited in virtually all 
of their worship services and in all print communications to rally the congregation; it 
guided the leaders as they charted the course of change, encountered conflict, evaluated 
their progress, and considered new ideas for ministry. Whenever the pastor or a lay 
member strategically queried: “What is this congregation for? What should we be 
doing?” the leaders would recall out loud: “PSG,” reminding themselves to make a 
decision that matched this vision. The whole decision-making culture endeavored to turn 
toward God’s future with openness, positive consensus, and a team spirit.  
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River Ridge’s practice of turning to God’s lead through its vocational statement 
attended fully to four thematic guidelines and less so to the others. For one left off, while 
the congregational leaders longed for the divine vision for the congregation to become 
reality, they did not build in much time during their meetings for deep listening to the 
Divine, nor to explicitly perform doxology for God’s grace. River Ridge’s approach to 
turning thus has potential to be more full-bodied than it is at present, but one of its 
contributions to this discussion is that corporate turning to God’s lead can occur through 
an intermediary, such as a pastor who casts the vision, and built upon a former statement 
of purpose, thus echoing the guideline that God initiates turning through multiple media. 
I call this venue of turning the discernment table, because during transformation, 
business-like “efficiency” was exchanged for “worshipful work,”53 even if they did not 
employ this verbiage. The leadership was also helping to turn these groups from cultural 
patterns of negativity and controlling behaviors toward respect for each other. 
Discernment tables also entail turning to the wider context to perceive God’s lead in it. 
 
Turning at Community Tables: Hilltown’s  
Practice of Turning to the Community  
for God’s Lead 
 
 Hilltown Christian opened itself to missional witness in its locale through the 
practice of turning to the wider community, and seeking God’s lead in it for the 
congregation’s hands-on ministry. Similar to River Ridge’s practice of posing a strategic 
question at an optimal point in regular deliberations, the prompt for Hilltown’s spiritual 
discernment in this arena has been: “What does the community really need?”  
                                                
53Revisit Olsen, Transforming Church Boards for this concept and guidance for its practice. 
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When Pastor Smith-Dugan asked this in the early years of Hilltown’s 
transformation, she and a few lay leaders noticed the middle school across the street and 
were drawn to the needs of its disadvantaged students. Inquiries were made through 
parishioners with social work connections in the school, and it was determined that an 
after-school tutoring program was a critical need. The pastor also noted that this direction 
of mission held resonance with the congregation’s founding passion for the well-being of 
youth. But long before this tutoring ministry was designed, funded, staffed, and launched, 
the elders of Hilltown circled with the pastor to seek God’s lead through “deep listening,” 
a practice of group discernment that makes use of prayerful questions and periods of 
contemplation unto consensus through which the elders confirmed the mission project. 
Their practice of turning consciously pays attention to both the surrounding 
context and to God’s direction for congregational involvement. It also illustrates five 
other guidelines on the list of seven. The thematic guideline of joy and thanksgiving, 
however, is not as prevalent, and could be more consciously integrated.  
So the classification of the community table refers to meetings hosted by citizens 
and groups of the wider community, at which representatives of the congregation 
participate, either by virtue of having a seat at the table or an interest in the presenting 
topic. Hilltown’s mission discernment practice entails it joining or listening in at 
community tables for “the point of deepest need” in its town. Likewise, Cityside involves 
itself in its neighborhood, though most often represented in the person of Pastor Curtis. 
River Ridge’s practice of this kind of turning is more sporadic, ideas usually arising from 
meetings of its own staff than out of gathering with groups of the Circle Five community, 
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although, naturally and eventually, all these congregations must use their own tables to 
come to agreement on how and where to become involved in the broader community. 
 
Turning at the Lord’s Table: Hilltown’s  
Fear to Faith Practice 
 
 Hilltown Christian also turned to the lead of God on the heels of violence in their 
community, a powerful way of exercising faith and coping with “the fear factor,” as 
Pastor Smith-Dugan termed it. The practice usually took place during the Sunday 
morning worship service. First, whenever fear was felt, it was acknowledged; 
congregants were encouraged to “put it on the table,” so to speak. Secondly, the 
congregation would engage in some sort of visible, corporate faith response. Normally, 
this witness consisted of a specific time of prayer during the worship service for the 
affected parishioners, but was frequently amplified by a congregational action step in the 
larger community. After the assassination of three citizens on nearby streets, as example, 
Hilltown Christian and other local congregations came together for a prayer walk. 
Hilltown’s practice of this type of turning strongly incorporates five of the seven 
guidelines, and could be augmented were the leaders to deem it appropriate. The fear to 
faith practice begins in lamentation, when people are the most emotionally vulnerable, so 
it would be insensitive to include an expression of vigorous joy since the fearful may not 
yet be ready to do so. Even so, the fear-to-faith ritual does take place in the larger 
celebrative context of worship and communion. The manner in which Hilltown practices 
this kind of turning also suggests that flexibility ought to be a part of the seven 
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guidelines, because turning should be customized to the specific situation and benefit 
accrues whether all seven themes are evident or not. 
Thus, the fourth type of table at which these congregations gather to renew their 
relationship with God and corporately turn toward God’s leadership is the Lord’s Table. I 
intend this classification to first of all signify the sacrament – the act of sharing 
communion, or “the Lord’s Supper,”54 during weekly worship, but secondly, to represent 
the worshipful offering of congregational selves or “bodies” in Romans 12 :1-2, and to be 
inclusive of broader acts of worship: liturgical practices, such as singing praises, praying, 
listening to the sermon, and participating in the moment of financial giving. “The Lord’s 
Table” then is the worship focal point to which the Body of Christ turns in order to allow 
the Mind of Christ to lead and the reign of God to happen. 
That the Lord’s Table surfaced as one of the four is particularly tantalizing to the 
Disciples ethos, because the denomination’s lived ecclesiology holds to the centrality of 
the Lord’s Supper,55 and has spotlighted the Lord’s Table in its own most recent identity 
                                                
54In Disciples circles, this ecclesial practice is identified by multiple names,“the Lord’s Supper” 
appearing the most frequently in this dissertation’s study documents, followed by “communion.” It is rare 
to hear the term “Eucharist,” and while at this point in their history, Disciples minimally refer to this act of 
worship as an “ordinance,” “sacrament” has not necessarily been embraced widely.  
 
55For a few citations of support for this claim about centrality, see Belva Brown Jordan and 
Stephanie A. Paulsell, “The Lord’s Supper,” in Chalice Introduction to Disciples Theology, ed. Peter 
Goodwin Heltzel (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2008), 152, who describe it as a “central practice of Disciples 
life,” and argue that it should be the center of the church’s life.” Cristobal Mareco Lird, “’Glocal’ Chalice 
of Blessing: A Christological Reading in the Face of Globalized Imperialism,” in Chalice Introduction, 
301, writes of “the red chalice” and “the Lord’s Supper, a central ritual of Sunday worship.” Toulouse, 
Joined in Discipleship, 157, writes: “Ever since that first celebration of the Lord’s Supper at Brush Run 
Church in 1811, the Lord’s Supper has been central to Disciples church life,” and yet identifies the irony: 
“but among Disciples, there has been no real agreement on what the centrality of the supper really meant 
theologically.” In its “Word to the Church on the Lord’s Supper,” 1991, 89, which the Commission on 
Theology of the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) presented to the General Assembly, the Lord’s 
Supper was described as “a prominent and enduring feature” of Disciples church life, and “a mark of our 
identity as church.” 
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statement (2009).56 It would seem worthwhile for Disciples to plumb and then to lift up 
the practice of turning to God’s lead as integral to its theopraxis of communion.  
Before their transformation efforts, when the case study congregations were in 
decline, the number and quality of their study tables was severely diminished, there were 
no discernment tables in the transformed style in which such tables have been portrayed 
in this chapter, and the three case study congregations had so turned in on themselves, 
that they had stopped participating at community tables. Yet, like clockwork, the weekly 
worship service still included communion around the Lord’s Table. Admittedly, the rich 
import of this sacrament had been greatly reduced in their lived ecclesiologies by this 
point; by some interviewees’ accounts, the table was regarded at that point in their history 
as merely a site of the private remembrance of Jesus by individuals, enacted through a 
highly scripted liturgy by participants who were simply going through the motions, but of 
the four tables of turning that serve transformation, the Lord’s Table was virtually the last 
remaining, and it apparently retained enough fertility for new life and faithfulness to help 
these congregations step into other life-giving turns. The good news of the reign of God 
happening calls for the integrity of a new church at table. 
 
Dancing the Reign of God: A Choreography 
For Congregational Transformation 
 Congregations turn into the faithful witnessing church by dancing the reign of 
God, ardently returning, over and over again to God’s loving leadership at ecclesial tables 
                                                                                                                                            
 
56“We are Disciples of Christ, a movement for wholeness in a fragmented world. As part of the 
one Body of Christ, we welome all to the Lord’s Table as God has welcomed us.”  
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of transformation. Recalling, then, the six steps through which all three of the case study 
congregations traveled, and the three-move transformative rhythm of dancing the reign of 
God from chapter eight, an integrated framework as the choreography for congregational 
transformation looks promising. Lining up the two progressions, it is possible to see that 
the first four steps of the six have to do with multiple discernment undertakings (move 
one – discern), that the fifth step of living into the congregational vocation is essentially 
the equivalent of move two – integrate – and step six of on-going transformation suggests 
the relational witness effect of move three – bear witness – which instigates further 
change, additional waves of witness, and eventually a reborn dance of transformation.  
  
 
    Table 2. The Two Sequences of Transformation Merged  
 
I. Discern 
 Readiness Work  
 Awakenings 
 Securing and Developing Congregational Leadership 
 Discerning the Congregational Vocation 
 
II. Integrate 
 Living into the Congregational Vocation 
 
III. Bear Witness 
 On-going Transformation  
 
 
 
 
The combination of these two sequences brings together on-the-ground practice 
with theological possibilities, thus integrating the means of transformation with the 
hoped-for end of transformation. Besides this satisfying result, when the two are 
interlocked, the ensuing choreography has naturally available space to welcome 
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supplemental findings from this study. As example, the congregational theopraxis of 
turning to God’s lead at the various ecclesial tables can be woven in and through.  
The above outline should not be read as if each of the three major turns must 
entirely complete before the next one begins; rather, they overlap and interstitially relate, 
and the same holds true for the internal turns. For example, bearing witness does not 
actually wait until integration of the congregational vocation is fully realized, and 
readiness work is reprised during the development of leadership, and later, during the 
changes during the integration turn. In interpreting this choreography, it also bears 
repeating from the descriptive findings that the three studied congregations did not 
necessarily dance the six steps in a neat, consistent, or linear fashion. Recall that Hilltown 
Christian did not craft its “Interracial, Intergenerational, Into Jesus” vocation statement 
until the congregation had danced through other steps of integrating and bearing witness 
to God’s lead in their urban setting. The reality of contextualized improvisation, then, 
along with God-given freedom, permits congregations and their leaders artistic leeway. 
Besides this, according the proposed practice of turning to the lead of the Divine, as it is 
carefully discerned by the congregation and its leaders, should always trump the 
prearranged dance design. 
 
1. Turning to Discern the Lead of God 
 
Readiness work and capacity-building 
 
At the beginning of the dance of transformation, the health and depth of a 
congregation’s spirituality and relationship with God (one of the twelve identified areas 
of changed congregational life) will especially set the tone and root the changes that 
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come next. By practicing spiritual turning together, the dynamic divine/human 
relationship can permeate the flow of the choreography and prepare the congregational 
body to prehend God’s will, aims, and desires from among all the presenting, sometimes 
distracting, options. The pastoral and lay leadership can draw upon the seven guidelines 
to develop its discernment muscles.  
The topic, then, of spirituality (How do we connect with God?) ought to be 
foremost on the list of readiness work tasks, though nurtured throughout the other two 
moves too. At least five other spheres of capacity-building should also receive intentional 
attention in preparing the soil for major transformation: understanding the gospel and the 
reign of God (What is the good news?), ecclesiology (What is the church for?), witness 
(What is meant by witness?), contextual education (Who is our neighbor?57), and 
congregational self-study (Who are we now? What is our current reality?) This arena of 
self-study should also attend to developing the congregation’s capacity for change, 
negotiating difference, dealing with difficult issues and tough questions, growing through 
conflict, and exploring institutional viability.58 
The importance of this first step of the first turn of transformation cannot be 
overstated. Eager to establish a plan for its transformation and to turn around its decline, 
especially at the same time that the congregation is urgently pressed to make major 
                                                
57Mary K. Sellon, Daniel P. Smith, and Gail F. Grossman, Redeveloping the Congregation: A 
How To for Lasting Change (Bethesda, MD: The Alban Institute, 2002), xi, pose this question. 
  
58For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the readiness 
phase: (1) self study; (2) breaking through denial; (3) spiritual practices; (4) healing of relationships; (5) 
sabbaticals; (6) ecclesiological reflection; (7) developing a strong, core leadership group; (8) education on 
the current context; (9) getting more comfortable with change; (10) attending to grief; (11) dealing with the 
legacy of the past.  
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decisions about its building, staffing, or finances, many a congregation is tempted to skip 
the labor of readiness and get on with leadership and/or crafting a vision with measurable 
goals. So the circle of congregational leaders must remind itself that the theopraxis of 
turning to the lead of God is the fertile seedbed of being church, of experiencing the reign 
of God, and of becoming witness-bearers to it; that a “waiting in Jerusalem” (Acts 1:4) is 
called for, which grows patience and trust, and shapes ecclesial identity. There is no 
shortcut to faithful transformation; it starts with divine preparation. 
 
Awakenings 
   
As the congregation exercises the theopraxis of discerning God’s timely and 
particular word, it will experience awakenings across the spread of its membership, 
moments of increased comprehension, spiritual enlightenment, renewed enthusiasm, new 
ideas, and a sense of urgency for the gospel and the reign of God. Awakenings are akin to 
“conversions,” but the manner in which this study has framed “turning” purports 
conversion to be a process of commitment in contrast to a flash of insight. Awakenings 
also defy congregational control, potentially arising from multiple practices and events. 
The wise congregation will set up conditions that foster, bless, and seek to marshal the 
momentum intrinsic to them for advancing the body’s transformation.59  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
59For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the awakenings 
phase: (1) disorientation; (2) testifying to the awakenings. 
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Securing and developing congregational leadership 
 
In order to mature in faith and advance in dancing the reign of God, the 
congregation must secure pastoral leadership if it is without, and develop its lay 
leadership for the long haul of its metamorphosis into witnesses. Per the descriptive phase 
findings, the topic of leadership surfaced five crucial themes,60 to which a wise 
transforming congregation ought to refer as it negotiates this turn. Along these thematic 
lines and leaning upon its prior readiness preparation and awakenings, the transforming 
congregation will need to conduct spiritual gifts assessments, initiate new paths of 
training for and the mentoring of promising leaders, as well as reflect upon and 
eventually revise the congregation’s normal patterns of leader nomination and selection, 
so that the way the congregation is organized may indeed facilitate the kind of 
congregational leadership that follows the leadership of the Divine. After all, integral to 
being church in the first place is to serve the Holy Spirit in forming witnesses, a goal that 
has implications for how one receives and accompanies new Christians and parishioners, 
making the most of their initial decision to commit. It may be prudent during this turn, 
too, for the congregation to form a steering group, or redevelop a current circle of 
leadership into a body of discernment to shepherd the overall progression of intentional 
congregational transformation.61  
                                                
60The five themes of leadership for transformation are: (1) the need for strong pastoral leadership, 
(2) the need for strong lay leadership, (3) the need for clergy and laity to work together cooperatively, (4) 
the need to educate members and develop leaders that grow in faith and discipleship, and (5) the need to 
nurture a relationship with God/the Divine as leader. 
  
61For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the leadership 
phase: (1) pastoral diagnosis and assessment of the congregation and context; (2) educating and developing 
congregational leaders. 
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Discerning the congregational vocation 
 
Continuing its dance of transformation, the time will ripen for the congregation to 
deliberately turn to the Divine, and to the surrounding rings of context, to discern its own 
particular vocation therein. God’s visionary call may emerge from earlier dance turns 
and/or from an intentionally designed process of discernment. The call may make itself 
known from the ground up, with all parishioners involved, or through the pastoral leader; 
it may also surface through a smaller congregational group, via an event in the larger 
world, or from an individual’s voice inside or outside the congregation. Without having 
readied itself spiritually, a congregation might miss the whisper and slip into forms of 
visioning and decision-making that do not particularly reflect the character of the gospel 
or of the church, though these be well thought of in other ambits. Faithful ecclesial 
discernment should honor God’s pace, confirm congregational gifts, be relevant to 
contemporary contextual needs, and mirror the character of God’s reign.  
This dance step of vocational disernment should culminate in the articulation and 
adoption of a congregational vocation statement that is succinct, memorable, and 
compelling. More than just a clever by-line, congregational leaders may decide to attach 
to it specific, strategic, and organic goals that help track congregational progress. It 
serves as a touchstone of ecclesial identity in line with God’s eschatological dreams. As 
such, the statement should be communicated thoroughly, far and wide, in such a way that 
it saturates congregational culture and, as a form of witness, be broadcast widely.62 
                                                
62For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the vocational 
discernment  phase: (1) spiritual practices; (2) strategic choices; (3) ecclesiological reflection. 
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2. Turning to Integrate the Lead of God 
 
Living into the local vocation through 
congregational theopraxis 
 
 Once the congregation has articulated God’s distinct lead for it, internally and in 
relationship to its context, the greater part of the transformation dance will be living into 
the discerned congregational vocation. This corporate identity must be integrated at depth 
into the lived patterns and theological habits of congregational culture year-to-year, day-
by-day, and moment-to-moment. During this turn, then, the labor of changing 
congregational culture through its theopraxis is uppermost, but any specific goals that the 
congregation has named as integral to their vocational vision may also serve as concrete 
benchmarks of accomplishment and advance the congregation’s total transformation.  
Drawing upon case-study evidence, the integration phase negotiates smaller turns 
of changes in corporate beliefs and practices across twelve areas of congregational life. 
Changes during this stage will be multiple, layered upon each other, with system-wide 
reverberation. Drawing upon process-relational theology, the middle turn of integration 
involves sifting through the elements of the past that the congregation already carries 
within itself and among myriad possibilities for the future, all the while seeking to 
prehend the initial aim of the present reign of God. Drawing upon the guidelines for the 
theopraxis of turning, the integration turn will entail, as well, consciously turning away 
from other allegiances as it turns toward the Divine, the details of which will not exactly 
be the same from place to place. The compiled lists of changes that these three circles of 
faith tackled and the timing in their stories of transformation may spark ideas and 
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inspiration, but are not to be treated as a blueprint for all sites. In what has become a 
refrain across this research, customization, flexibility, and an improvisational leadership 
style is required in the dance of the reign of God. Thankfully, the turns of discernment 
and integration, as complicated and as imperfectly executed as they may be, in God’s 
gracious economy, ultimately work together for good (Rom 8:28).  
One of the guidelines for turning to the lead of God – delight and doxology – is 
unfortunately often neglected as a feature of transformation and of church life in general, 
so I have inserted “pauses for enjoyment and praise” into the forthcoming recommended 
progression of the integration phase. A second insert is a reminder that a great deal of 
living into the congregation’s vocation during this second turn will take place around the 
Lord’s, study, discernment, and community tables.63 
 
3. Turning to Bear Witness to the Lead of God 
 
On-going transformation 
 
 The goal of the dance of congregational transformation is that these 
congregational instantiations of the universal church become witnesses that faithfully 
embody and proclaim the good news that God is leading willing partners in love, right 
now, toward God’s dream of well being and salvation. The major and minor turns within 
the choreography emit this kind of witness all along; it shows forth both inherently and 
relationally in intentional action beyond the boundaries of the congregation.  
                                                
63For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the living into the 
vocation  phase: (1) Deconstruct and let go of the old ways while constructing the new; (2) Turn toward 
God and turn away from lesser goals and gods; (3) Frame the what and why of changes, sometimes using 
selective and strategic bifurcation of beliefs and practices; (4) Experimentation; (5) Persist through the 
unexpected; (6) Deal with fears; (7) Learn from obstacles and failures; (8) Continue to manage resistance, 
conflict, and leaving members; (9) Guard against burnout; (10) Celebrate gains. 
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 This third major turn, however, also signifies the ever-continuing nature of 
transformation and ecclesial witness; becoming provokes more becoming, and bearing 
witness triggers additional or special acts of witness. There may also come a point, 
having sufficiently lived into its earlier discerned vocation, that God may call the 
congregational body into a different, though not disjunctive, trajectory of vocation – a 
new dance. In order to perceive this season of closure and beginning anew, a wise 
congregation will evaluate its progress in witness, for which I propose a reckoning down 
at least three paths of inquiry: (1) What do we think our witness has been? What have we 
intended to communicate and demonstrate about the gospel and church to others and how 
well do we think this is being projected? Have we been faithful to the discerned 
congregational vocation, and to the norms of good news, of Jesus Christ, and of the reign 
of God? Are we marked by spiritual discernment and alert contextual engagement? How 
does our witness compare to the thirteen general characteristics of witness? (2) What do 
others actually see, hear, and experience through us? To gain information on this second 
inquiry, the congregation would do well to invite members of the surrounding community 
to exploratory conversations on this question. Such a table meeting or series of meetings 
should particularly include non-churchgoers, representatives from other religions, and 
community leaders of different kinds, besides a few key denominational and ecumenical 
leaders from the wider church. (3) What does our intended and our actual witness 
indicate may be God’s call for us from this point forward? Where is God beckoning the 
congregation in its continuing transformation into new life and faithfulness?64  
                                                
64For recall, the descriptive phase data reported on the following dimensions to the on-going 
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Dancing the reign of God and becoming church faithfully is a dynamic adventure. 
The following chart attempts to capture the dance details above so that congregations can 
experience the transformation of the gospel first hand and become its living testimony.  
 
 
     Table 3. A Choreography for Congregational Transformation 
 
1. Turning to Discern the Lead of God (at all four congregational tables) 
 
   a. Readiness work and capacity-building within six spheres: 
       (1) Spirituality (How do we connect to God?) 
                Introduce the practice of turning to the lead of God. 
                Practice body awareness, movement, and dance. 
       (2) Understanding the gospel and the reign of God (What is the good news?) 
                What good news is there to tell right now? 
       (3) Ecclesiology (What is the church for?) 
                 What is the difference between “Church for us” and “Church for witness?” 
                 How can the wider church benefit and be of support? 
       (4) Witness (What is meant by witness?) 
                 Inherent and Intentional/Amplified. 
       (5) Contextual education (Who is our neighbor?) 
                Introduce the practice of turning to the lead of God in the context. 
                Identify the rings of context around the congregation. 
                Discern God’s call and the targeted mission field. 
                Carry out multiple hands-on learning experiences in the context. 
       (6) Conducting a congregational self-study (Who are we right now? What is our 
             current reality?) 
                Dealing with the legacy of the past, breaking through denial, grief work, 
                    forgiveness. 
                How healthy is our corporate life together? Healing of relationships, new 
                    patterns of working together and decision-making. 
                Building capacities for difficult conversations. 
                Learning to deal with criticism, resistance, and conflict. 
                Becoming more comfortable with change, experimentation, evaluation. 
                Institutional viability questions. 
 
   b. Awakenings 
       Flashes of insight, spiritual growth, increased understanding and/or energy, and a 
                                                                                                                                            
transformation phase: (1) wider church support; (2) congregational self-examination; (3) discernment of 
God’s call. 
 
 
 
407 
       sense of urgency about the gospel and congregational change. 
       (1) A degree of disorientation. 
       (2) An opportunity for testimony and to encourage faith conversations. 
       (3) An opportunity to increase the momentum for transformation. 
 
   c. Securing and developing congregational leadership toward five marks: 
       (1) Strong pastoral leadership –  
                Make the most of the interim ministry. 
                Enter the search process if without a pastor. 
                Pastoral candidate researches and diagnoses the congregation before beginning. 
                Negotiate a clear agreement between parties, including changes up front. 
                Secure additional staffing as needed. 
       (2) Strong lay leadership –  
                Spiritual gifts assessments and discernment of needs and calls. 
                Consider dividing the congregation into small cell groups for prayer, learning, 
                    and discipleship, as well as mentoring opportunities. 
                Develop a procedure for welcoming new members into discipleship paths and 
                    cell groups. 
       (3) Clergy and laity working together cooperatively –  
                Change the meeting and decision-making culture to one of respect and 
                    worshipful work, keeping the congregational vocation statement in the 
                    forefront. 
                Possibly form a transformation steering group. 
                Consider sharing some of the clergy duties in pairings of clergy and laity for 
                     mentoring benefits. 
       (4) Educate members and develop leaders to grow in faith and discipleship, that is, in 
               order to form witnesses (see other initiatives above). 
       (5) Nurture a relationship with God as leader –  
                Practice turning to the lead of God (see spirituality readiness above). 
                Eventually make changes to nominating and selection practices. 
 
   d. Discerning the congregational vocation 
       (1) Turn to God’s lead (according to the seven guidelines). 
       (2) Turn to the context for God’s particular call to the congregation (also per the 
                guidelines). 
       (3) Discern, craft, and eventually adopt a statement of vocation, possibly with 
                specific goals. 
       (4) Communicate the vocation thoroughly, both internally and contextually. 
 
* A Pause for Enjoyment and Praise * (an opportunity for celebration and dance) 
 
2. Turning to Integrate the Lead of God (at all four congregational tables) 
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   e. Live into the vocation through congregational theopraxis. 
            Multiple changes of practices and beliefs across twelve areas of congregational 
               life, executed according to the lead of God, celebrating the mini-victories. 
 
* A Pause for Enjoyment and Praise * (an opportunity for celebration and dance) 
 
3. Turning to Bear Witness to the Lead of God (at all four congregational tables and 
     beyond) 
 
   a. On-going transformation 
       (1) Inherent corporate witness. 
       (2) Intentional out-reaching witness within the surrounding context. 
       (3) Seek ways to amplify this witness where and when appropriate. 
       (4) Call upon support from the wider church. 
       (5) Examine the congregation’s witness: 
          * What do we think our witness has been? 
          * What do others actually see, hear, and experience through us? 
          * What is God’s call to this congregation for its continuing transformation into new 
              life and faithfulness? 
       (6) Begin a new dance of transformation by turning to discern the lead of God. 
 
* A Pause for Enjoyment and Praise * (an opportunity for celebration and dance) 
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APPENDIX 1 
ATTRIBUTES OF STRONG PASTORAL LEADERSHIP  
FOR CONGREGATIONAL TRANSFORMATION 
 
1. Strong pastoral leadership for congregational transformation is a called 
leadership with authority, meaning that these communities consider the pastor to be 
called by God to serve in this locale; they confirm and in a measure confer this call. This 
dual reality coincides with Jackson Carroll’s concept of a “second ordination.”1 The 
formal authority that comes with the official ordination of clergy needs the unofficial 
ordination that is granted by the membership as they come to trust the informal, personal 
authority of the pastor to lead them in the right direction. In these cases, that the pastors 
were seasoned and experienced, were authentically being transformed themselves, and 
were exercising a “directive/collaborative” style, helped them achieve trust. A 
characteristic of these transforming congregations is that they also generally cede more 
authority and leeway to the pastor to lead in these congregations in the present than had 
been the case prior to transformation, even in the African American congregation, though 
in none of the three was this authority or “second ordination” bestowed automatically. It 
would be interesting to check whether this trait of strong call and authority is as prevalent 
in transforming congregations of other ecclesial polities, and if so, how it manifests itself 
differently than in these Disciples congregations.  
2. Strong pastoral leadership for congregational transformation is also a 
constructive leadership. Such a pastor is approachable, with an “open door,” able to deal 
constructively with difference, resistance, and conflict, knowing how to give it space in 
                                                
1Carroll, God’s Potters, 152. 
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order to learn from dissent, and possibly to find a better way, plus when to put up with or 
to confront irritating and/or abusive behavior, all traits that require the pastor to be open 
and listening, as well as to develop a thick skin. While self-differentiated, she keeps “in 
touch” with the congregants.2  
3. Strong transformational, pastoral leadership is also contextually-engaged. The 
pastor does “homework” on the congregation’s context, both near-in and in wider circles, 
and often initiates ideas for the congregation’s outside witness, both of an evangelistic 
and a social activist approach, based on the perceived call of God and the needs of the 
context. He is committed to outreach, including regional and a degree of ecumenical 
involvement.  
4. Another attribute of strong pastoral leadership is that it is equipping of 
members for the mission to which they are individually and corporately sent, and 
particularly trains the lay leaders in the dynamics of transformation. Such a leader also 
takes interns and associates under her wing. This quality requires that the lead pastor be 
theologically prepared and readied intellectually and spiritually for the particular 
demands of transformational ministry. Subsequently, the pastor is always reading, 
learning, pursuing continuing education, and availing herself of other resources. The 
pastor may directly teach individuals and groups, but surely sees to it that a coherent 
system of formation unto discipleship is a priority put into place.  
                                                
2Friedman, Generation To Generation, 27, 229, draws upon Murray Bowen’s family therapy 
theory. “Differentiation means the capacity of a family member to define his or her own life’s goals and 
values apart from surrounding togetherness pressures, to say “I” when others are demanding “you” and 
“we.” This is “not to be confused with autonomy or narcissism,” because the differentiated leader is able to 
still remain connected, which is what is meant by “staying in touch.”  
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5. Strong pastoral leadership is also innovative. The pastor is change-friendly and 
willing to experiment. He is particularly creative, always on the look out for new ideas 
and better solutions, thus entrepreneurial. The pastoral leader expects to be changed 
personally during the congregation’s dance of change and for his style of leadership to 
evolve as the congregation proceeds through transformation.  
6. Strong pastoral leadership is motivational; it aims to bring everyone “on board” 
with the vision and with the process of transformation. This includes explaining the 
reasons for changes, exercising full and straightforward communication, and educating 
key lay leaders. She also motivates by being charismatic and relatable as, among other 
habits, she admits her own mistakes and does not take matters or herself too seriously. 
Motivation involves, as well, inculcating a culture of gratitude in the community of faith.  
7. Another characteristic of the clergy’s mode of strong leadership is being 
patient, that is, a servant committed for the long term, willing to build, layer, and weave 
new ways, realizing that he is just one in a long line of other leaders. He expects 
transformation to take a long time and so cultivates the virtue of endurance.  
8. The strong pastoral leader exercises a shared leadership with the laity. It is not 
about exerting power over and control of, nor is it a “cult of pastoral personality,” but a 
working relationship of interdependence and mutuality.  
9. This trait complements another, that of a shepherding leadership. Within this 
category, there is a striking difference between Pastor Hartley and the other two. In order 
to shift congregational expectations from a chaplain/pastor to a pastoral leader and to 
ready them for a larger congregational size configuration, he did not take up the 
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traditional shepherding mantle, at least in regard to regular pastoral visitation in hospitals 
and among the elderly in nursing homes, delegating this to a part-time clergy staff 
member. By contrast, the clergy in the other two sites spend a great deal of time in 
pastoral care, counseling, and spiritual direction with individuals, particularly doing so at 
the start of their tenure, though they also share this work with other developing 
congregational volunteers. Notwithstanding this distinction between River Ridge and the 
others, in all cases, the pastor’s integrity of character as exhibited in keeping confidences, 
nurturing healthy, honest relationships, and being dependable renders her trustworthy and 
trusted. Most all of the congregants, with only the qualified dissent of three or so voices 
at River Ridge, judge that their pastors genuinely care and want the best for the 
congregation. In all three venues, the proclaimed ideal to which they are building is that 
all of the members grow into pastoral caretaking, evangelism, and other forms of witness. 
In many respects, these developing “ministers” take their cue from the modeling of the 
lead pastor.  
10. Spiritual leadership, anchored in God is a tenth hallmark of strength for the 
lead pastor, signifying that he is one who trusts God for the future and walks by the 
Spirit. This kind of leader expects that appropriate next steps in congregational 
transformation will come from the Divine, so he practices close, relational discernment, 
and encourages the congregation in practices of spiritual connection.  
11. Strategic leadership is complementary to this and also necessary. The strong 
pastor has reasons for taking first this step and then the next, working on themes and 
goals throughout congregational life and in the larger context, intentionally moving the 
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body forward. The field notes heavily supplement the transcript codes on this aspect of 
pastoral leadership, providing even more details on the functions of the pastoral leader in 
the following sub-tasks:  
a. Groundwork – As they came into leadership relationship with these 
congregations, the three pastors appeared to follow practical theological steps of their 
own, though they did not call the process by this name. First, in a descriptive move, they 
intentionally surveyed the congregation’s situation internally and contextually. They met 
the people and got the lay of the land, assessing all of it in a preliminary fashion. Second, 
with benefit of this data, in a theologically reflective move, these pastoral leaders began 
to consult with other resources, such as scripture, denominational tradition, doctrinal 
teachings, professional literature, theology and other academic fields to various degrees. 
This led them to interpret their circumstances, arrive at some conclusions, and reframe 
their situations. Third, by virtue of the data and their new interpretive framework, the 
ministers drew out strategic implications, eventually proposing a plan, or at least initial 
steps for living into a new ecclesial identity, which became more specific and precise as 
they moved toward it. 
b. Process: In these three cases it was the incoming pastor that, building upon 
whatever foundation had already been laid, discerned and designed at least the broad 
parameters of a transformation process for the congregation. The clergyperson also 
shepherded, tracked, and communicated the progress of the body to the body. These two 
traits signify a goal-oriented and disciplined person as pastoral leader. 
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c. Developing a fulcrum group of lay leaders: Pastor Hartley sought 
transformation with teams of laypeople, first with the search committee, then the 
implementation team for the 140 x 140 Challenge, and alongside this, the congregational 
executive committee and the staff, all of which had overlapping members for continuity. 
Pastor Curtis first worked most closely with the congregational board, alongside this with 
the elders, which at one point coincided with his doctor of ministry project. Since then, 
the key group for transformation has evolved into the more open second Saturday forum 
for congregational leaders. Pastor Smith-Dugan concentrated her efforts on developing 
the elders into a body of spiritual leaders, while also using the channel of the official 
board as decisions went to the congregation. These small, committed groups of lay 
leaders provided strategic leverage for broader corporate change. 
d. Initiating changes: While all of the pastors collaborated with key lay leaders in 
their ministry sites, it was left to the clergy to determine in advance which aspects of 
congregational ecclesial identity ought to remain the same, which should be 
deconstructed, what new elements needed to be constructed, and generally in what order. 
The strategic decision about how to introduce a change, whether by educating on beliefs 
or adjusting practices or both at once, also requires the lead pastor’s prior deliberation. 
e. Framing: Over and over again during the transformation dance, the leadership, 
both clergy and lay, but primarily the clergyperson, must frame what is being proposed 
and done, answering “What?” and “Why?” He is also instrumental in naming corporate 
mood and articulating the congregation’s identity before and after transformative steps, 
acting somewhat like a “mirroring” parent: “So, you are feeling this . . .” and “This is 
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who you/we are . . .”3 The pastoral leader is the main one that argues the urgency for 
transformation, names the stages of change, defines for and against different options, 
makes meaning in the midst of surprises and obstacles. He explains the practices, both 
old and new, and reiterates the upholding beliefs, in short, making the case for how it all 
fits with ultimate purpose and anchoring it deeply in congregational culture. It is the 
pastor who constantly and persuasively reinforces the vision and end of the body’s life 
and witness, joined by lay leaders and members as they adopt and own it themselves. 
During my on-site research, I found that the pastors primarily practiced this framing 
through three avenues of their regular work: (1) weekly preaching, (2) the agendas and 
interaction with congregational lay leaders in routine decision-making meetings, and (3) 
informal, interpersonal conversations with members, visitors, and outsiders. 
12. Finally, complementary to its eleven other aspects, strong pastoral leadership 
for congregational transformation is visionary, focused upon God’s future. This kind of 
pastor longs for God’s ultimate vision to become reality, for the congregation to “be 
church,” and for the projected congregational vocation to truly take hold. These three 
visions or teloi must complement and be integrated with each other in order to serve as 
the compelling aim and solid frame for congregational transformation. This united vision 
gives her energy and clarity of purpose, and renders her decisive, courageous, and able to 
stay the course, persistent in the face of certain obstacles. 
                                                
3 Researchers of infant and childhood psychology and development have uncovered “parental 
affect-mirroring,” a social biofeedback model of emotional management and identity formation in which 
the parent mirrors its child’s feelings and thereby promotes healthy selfhood. See György Gergely and John 
S. Watson, “The Social Biofeedback Theory of Parental Affect-Mirroring: The Development of Clinical 
Health Psychology,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 77 (December 1996): 1181-1212, and Peter 
Fonagy, George Gergely, and Mary Target, “The Parent-Infant Dyad and the Construction of the Subjective 
Self,” Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 48 (March/April 2007): 288-328. 
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APPENDIX 2 
CHARACTERISTICS OF STRONG LAY LEADERSHIP 
FOR CONGREGATIONAL TRANSFORMATION 
 
According to the interviewees, congregational transformation needs strong lay 
leaders that: (1) have a sense of call and intentionally participate in God’s mission; (2)  
want to grow in faith, to mature spiritually, and exercise their gifts in response to God’s 
call, stepping up to the plate when needed; (3) are willing to welcome and help form 
other disciples and to nurture new leaders; (4) consider themselves as partly responsible 
for thorough communication with the congregation, listening well and being open to 
input; (5) see themselves as servant leaders, good followers that ask questions and fully 
deliberate congregational matters, and then, after decisions are made, practice alignment, 
not leaving the pastor alone or out on a limb; (6) care for the “flock” and participate in 
shepherding; (7) trust and keep in tune with God; and (8) honor and thank all leaders.  
In terms of leadership practices, the strong lay leaders in these case study 
congregations started growing into prayer, worship leadership, pastoral care, and 
evangelistic callling. Most of them took advantage of learning opportunities offered by 
the pastor or other teachers, and they began to explore their God-given gifts to see where 
they could best be employed. These congregational leaders also started expressing 
gratitude for and to each other, calling out inappropriate behaviors, seeking outside 
assistance when necessary, and bringing humor to bear upon the transformation of the 
congregation.  
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APPENDIX 3 
NEW AREAS OF PRACTICE FOR EDUCATING  
MEMBERS AND DEVELOPING LEADERS 
IN FAITH AND DISCIPLESHIP 
 
1. One of the practices the three congregations in transformation changed was to 
intentionally launch multiple avenues of education for adults as well as for children and 
youth in order to form them into disciples and to develop their leadership abilities. At 
Cityside the first step was very basic: an extra weekly bible study that congregational 
leaders were expected to attend; River Ridge initiated several “life groups” for bible and 
faith studies, and, as a beginning, an extra adult Sunday school class was formed at 
Hilltown. Over the course of transformation other explicitly educational offerings were 
put in place, and most of their other regular gatherings were given a teaching component 
or overlay. Even when this constellation of groups and opportunities became quite 
difficult to uphold due to scheduling and leadership or other factors, as was still the case 
during the period in which I interacted with them, these pastors and congregations kept 
this area of teaching and learning a priority. It would have been easy to slip into simply 
maintaining what was, to not take time to cultivate new small group educators, to not 
consider other methods and venues for formation, and to let the congregations wind down 
as they had in their declining years, but they continued to retool and try new offerings. 
These groups also served as conduits for leadership development. 
2. The case-study communities of faith also changed their practices of nominating 
leaders, prayerfully searching for gifts, passion, and a sense of call amongst the people. 
They invited specific people to consider particular leadership roles rather than just 
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waiting on them to invite themselves, and framed these leadership opportunities as 
valuable ministry that served their corporate vocational statement. 
3. A third deliberate change of practices had as goal to create a positive, healthy, 
and fulfilling experience at leadership meetings, nurturing a corresponding culture of 
discernment and decision-making. At Hilltown, for instance, this meant adding a faith 
sharing/group building component to the meeting agenda; River Ridge adjusted from a 
voting to a consensus style, and Cityside reported that having food at their meetings 
greatly improved their quality. The result of these changes was that congregational 
leadership became more attractive and meaningful to the participants and to those 
considering leadership. 
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APPENDIX 4 
A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FORMER ECCLESIAL  
IDENTITY OF “CHURCH FOR US” 
  
These are the traits common to the three case study congregations before they 
embarked upon a process of congregational transformation, organized within the twelve 
areas of congregational life in which they exhibited change during their processes. 
1. Attitude toward Change 
   The congregation is reluctant, even fearful, about change. 
 These congregations suspect that the church should not change if it is to pass on 
the faith to upcoming generations. Generally, their first reaction to the word is negative, 
they don’t see anything that needs to be different, and they fear that they would not be 
faithful to the past were they to entertain significant changes to their life together. The 
implicit goal of the congregation is to maintain church as usual. 
 
2. Identity, Purpose, Mission, and Vision 
   The congregation is unclear on its identity, purpose, mission, and vision. 
These congregations are hard pressed to articulate why they exist and why they do 
what they do, much less explain it to others. Their sense of identity, purpose, mission, 
and vision is not clear, though they would likely assume that everyone in the 
congregation knows what the church is supposed to be and do, and that all of the 
congregants agree upon this. 
Given this situation, the focus and practices of these congregations have turned 
inward. The purpose of church has primarily become meeting their felt spiritual needs 
and helping them become better, happier individuals. It is a comfortable gathering of 
social encounter, almost club-like. The general approach of the past and the ideal to 
which they aspire is for church to once again provide activities for learning and 
fellowship according to age and generational cohorts. The default norm for decision-
making is personal preferences and majority rule. 
 
3. Institutional Viability and Numerical Growth 
   The congregation’s institutional viability is in question. 
 These congregations are significantly nostalgic, living more in the past than the 
present, in denial about their current reality, and privately afraid. There have been some 
whispers about relocating or even closing the congregation, but this questionable future is 
adding to their corporate guilt and depression, as well as depleting their resources. Even 
those who have recognized a problem, feel stuck in indecision, unwilling to change, 
powerless to continue. The congregation is not ready to embark upon a congregational 
transformation process. 
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 Building: These congregations consider their facilities much more than just a 
building. It has become a powerful symbol of identity and past faithfulness. In one case, 
the members were unable to separate themselves from it or imagine parting with it. In all 
cases, the facilities require constant attention and maintenance. In the case of River 
Ridge, these capital needs were beyond their means. Given structural issues or 
diminishing financial resources, in one case the building has become more of a burden 
and problem to the congregations than a blessing. In one case, the congregation rents out 
a significant portion of their building to a compatible organization. All of these 
congregations took various measures to protect their buildings and themselves from their 
neighbors, rendering them less inviting to outsiders. 
Finances: There is widespread concern that the primary givers are dying off and 
with very few new members, growing building maintenance costs, and consistently 
tapping into their reserves or paying down their endowment, they will not long be able to 
continue. Concerning stewardship, these congregations may be pledging, but they don’t 
generally teach or practice tithing or do much in stewardship education. 
 Numerical Growth: These congregations have been declining numerically and 
aging, most for decades. The majority of their members and participants are in their 60s 
and older. They no longer attract the younger generations, nor families. 
 
4. Leadership (both clergy and lay) 
  The congregation’s leadership is compromised and weakened in multiple ways. 
Since the default purpose of the congregation has become meeting the perceived 
needs of the current membership, these congregations sense that it is critical that they 
maintain the current program and practices, that they keep the doors open, keep going, 
and not let go of anything. To do so would be failure.  
These congregations have developed a small cadre of lay leaders upon whom they 
rely to carry out this implied purpose. This may be a matriarch or patriarch who 
implicitly needs to bless decisions and other leaders. It may be a family or one small 
group that is in charge of the congregation. These leaders may also be unhealthy and 
antagonistic. A culture of conflict may have become the norm. Often there is push and 
pull over power and control between the pastoral leader and laity. The same people do the 
same things the same way, often times expecting different results, adding to stress and 
overwork. They also may not be open to new leaders leading in new ways. Indeed, it has 
become very difficult to fill the slots of leadership and the nominating process has 
become a chore. 
In these settings, there is usually also an expectation that the professional clergy 
will plan and facilitate congregational life in the manner to which the leadership has 
become accustomed. It is at least the expectation that he or she will carry out the 
specialized duties of Sunday morning worship leadership and pastoral care. For example, 
one participant expressed that in their former state most of the membership was afraid of 
praying out loud, in public, and off the cuff, so they over-relied upon the professional 
leader to do so. While the pastoral leader is expected to lead, at the same time his or her 
leadership is often questioned, resisted, and sometimes personally so, especially when he 
or she is pressing for changes to the normal routine.  
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Lay and clergy leaders in this situation are all overworked and are shown very 
little appreciation for their efforts. There is not time or energy for such recognition or 
celebration of accomplishment. Joy and fun are rarely experienced or expressed. 
 
5. Quality of Congregational Life and Interpersonal Relationships 
   The congregation experiences a poor to highly conflicted quality of life together and 
strained interpersonal relationships. 
 The relationships within these congregations have become either co-dependent or 
distant, not particularly self-differentiated or affectionate. The experience of love and 
support between members may be mixed and the depth of engagement with one another 
is uneven. It does not feel a safe place to talk about differences or to engage controversial 
topics. Personal sharing is risky. Resistance to change is the normal reaction. The 
congregation is “bleeding” members who leave for various, unknown reasons. There are 
also unresolved issues and individuals that tenaciously hold onto past disagreements and 
hurts. Healing, forgiveness, and reconciliation are rare. However, the congregation places 
a high value on being nice and polite, to the point of conflict avoidance. Surface 
fellowship and socializing is possible.  
 In two of the cases, the prevailing culture of church relationships and 
communication prior to transformation was highly conflicted. Tension, negativity, 
criticism, and verbal shouting were prevalent in their lives together and in meetings. 
There were battles over power and control, which deteriorated into confusion and chaos 
in the congregations, and in one case, full-scale division and split. 
 
6. Relationship to God – Practice of Spirituality 
   The congregation engages in secularized conversations and practices without explicit 
attention to its relationship with God. 
 Members of these congregations generally consider their relationship to God as a 
private, individual matter. Talk about God and God’s action in their lives or in the world 
is usually limited to the context of their corporate worship liturgy. Otherwise, their 
conversations and church practices are generally secularized, with very little to no “God-
talk.” The lay leaders of these congregations reported being uncomfortable with praying 
publicly and off the cuff, leaving the prayers to the “professionals” and/or heavily 
“scripting” their participation in worship and meetings. This discomfort also extended to 
the practice of giving testimonials.  
 
7. Relationship to the Church beyond the Congregation 
   The congregation is status quo in its relationship to the wider church, more focused 
upon its own concerns. 
 In two cases, the congregations have a limited, habitual engagement with local 
congregations of the same denomination and very few local ecumenical relationships. In 
the other case, the congregation has maintained involvement with local denominational 
congregations and local ecumenical organizations. In terms of wider denominational 
relations, this relationship is maintained through the pastor and a few key lay leaders who 
are passionate about it. In all three cases, denominational staff persons have been in 
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touch, making pastoral or consultative visits, especially given the challenges the 
congregation faces. All three congregations are proud of their Disciples heritage and 
identity, but would acknowledge that the majority of their members know little beyond 
the denomination’s name and forms. 
 
8. Relationship to the Context 
   The congregation is little aware of its context and minimally reaches out in witness if at 
all. 
 The neighborhood around the congregation has changed significantly and doesn’t 
match the demographic make-up of the current congregation. Most members are driving 
in from a distance to attend services. In all three cases the immediate context is in severe 
economic decline and suffering from multiple social problems, which renders it a 
perceived or actual danger to attendees. Though they have an impression of their 
changing context, most of the membership isn’t deeply cognizant of the lived reality of 
their neighbors, nor have they investigated what it would entail to do ministry there, with 
and for them. In two of these sites, it has become a matter of significant deliberation and 
even conflict for these congregations to decide whether to stay, to relocate, or to close. 
This indecisiveness is taking its own toll on the congregation.  
In these congregations, mission is construed mostly as giving money to church-
related ministries or worthy local causes. It is generally not hands-on, personal, or 
relational missional engagement. It may be motivated by charity or duty, but doesn’t 
seem to spring from a deep spiritual impulse or clarity around the congregation’s identity, 
purpose, mission, or vision. 
They would very much like to grow numerically among people like themselves, 
and have made efforts at evangelism in different modes in the past with unsatisfying 
results. They also find it difficult put into words their own personal stories of faith and 
find it uncomfortable to invite others to church, though they are painfully aware that 
without new, giving members their congregation will likely age out and die. 
 
9. Structures of Organization and Decision-making 
   This congregation is preoccupied with or hindered by its constitution and by-laws. 
 These congregations are vaguely aware that their structures of organization are in 
need of examination. The constitution and by-laws is at the same time revered and 
ignored, but undertaking such a revision feels like an overwhelming task. In some cases, 
the leadership has unconsciously substituted this document for a clear identity, purpose, 
mission, and vision, and then either forgotten what is in it or used it as a harsh arbiter. 
The congregations are no longer able to fulfill some of its requirements, particularly in 
terms of nominations. It sometimes ties the congregation’s hands and is almost always a 
barrier to change.  
Church meeting culture has tended to exhibit the same symptoms as described 
under the area of “Quality of Congregational Life.” Even in the situations where 
decision-making is generally a polite, positive experience, leaders and members agree 
that there are too many meetings, that they are boring and time-consuming, only rarely 
edifying, and one pastor reported that her leaders seemed to view meetings as “torture.”  
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10. Teaching and Learning 
   The congregation no longer treats faith formation as a priority. 
 These congregations do not dedicate staff or volunteer time to educational 
programming. The days of full, age-graded classes for children and youth are long gone. 
The age of the membership, the lack of children and youth, the location of the church 
building, no new, willing teachers, and/or the perception that studies would not interest 
any adults have all merged to concentrate the congregation’s educational effort to Sunday 
morning worship. There has not been much call for preparation for baptism or new 
member classes. Some members expressed that they had been afraid to join Bible studies 
because of their personal state of biblical illiteracy and others described the offering as 
not deep enough. There are a handful of Sunday school and women’s groups that have 
been loyally meeting for decades, but very few Bible studies or other learning groups 
have been started. 
 
11. Welcome, Hospitality, and Diversity 
   The congregation is not warmly or genuinely welcoming of those that are new or 
different from those already there. 
 These congregations are generally homogenous in terms of age, class, abilities, 
and ethnicity. Many of them are long-term friends with each other, having been in the 
congregation for many years, and indeed, most of their friends are either in this 
congregation or already in another congregation. They may not have unchurched friends 
to invite. They note and regret the loss of younger people, children, and traditional 
families. The predominately Caucasian congregations in this study point to the slim 
number of persons of color in their midst, as if even a few is a badge of honor, and 
usually deny any race issues. They are not engaged in any intentional anti-racism or 
racial reconciliation work.  
 Welcome to those outside the congregation is tepid or conditional. The 
congregation is generally more comfortable with welcoming those like them and those 
that fit into their implicit norms of congregational life, so they tend to stay in their circles 
of church acquaintances. They have not taken measures to make their spaces welcoming, 
to train themselves in greeting and orienting newcomers, nor developed systems of 
assimilation, much less paths of faith formation for new Christians. 
 
12.Worship, Music, and Preaching 
   The congregation maintains their traditional style and habitual practices of worship 
without understanding why they do what they do. 
 Church is mostly about Sunday morning. Other activities are quite limited. The 
worship service in two of the congregations is generally formalized, traditional, time-
bound, and the norm is a quiet reverence. The descriptors of “time-bound” and “quiet 
reverence,” however, do not fit the former worship style of Cityside church, an African 
American congregation, even in its declining state. Worship music varies from site to 
site, but in all three congregations, contemporary forms are not the norm. Rather, it is 
more usually organ and hymns, or traditional gospel in Cityside’s case. Preaching in the 
Caucasian congregations tends to be manuscript-bound, oriented to cognitive 
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appropriation, and less interactive in terms of the form of delivery. Once again, at 
Cityside, “less interactive” does not describe the preaching in its former lived 
ecclesiology. Its style and approach to preaching, though, depends greatly on the 
preacher. In all three venues, the order of service is generally the same from week to 
week, with a prescribed, printed bulletin. The communion service in all sites is usually 
carried out in the same manner every Sunday, with synchronized order being of high 
value. Worshippers have difficulty explaining why they do what they do in the service, 
just that they have always done it this way and that this suits their preferences. 
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APPENDIX 5 
 
A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE CURRENT ECCLESIAL 
 IDENTITY OF “CHURCH FOR WITNESS” 
 
These are the traits common to the three case study congregations, since they have 
been engaged in a process of congregational transformation, organized within the twelve 
areas of congregational life, in which they exhibited change during their processes.  
1. Attitude toward Change 
   The congregation is now change-friendly. 
 These congregations have learned not to be afraid of change and to even embrace 
it. They have accepted that God’s transformation requires that they change, not just 
others. Now they value new ideas, experimentation, and flexibility. They are no longer 
afraid to try new things or evaluate what they’ve done, finding that they can let go of the 
past, of programs, of place, and of material things. The congregational culture has 
become one of grace toward mistakes and learning from them. Though it is sad and 
difficult to say good-bye, they have also begun to bless people on their way who disagree 
with and cannot get on board with the congregation’s new direction.  
 
2. Identity, Purpose, Mission, and Vision (The Congregational Vocation Statement) 
   The congregation is now clear about who it is, why it is, and where it’s headed. 
 These congregations tend to use the above terms rather interchangeably. They 
have gained clarity on their identity, purpose, mission, and vision and have developed a 
straightforward way to communicate this to themselves and others, repeating the 
statement or identifiers frequently. Witness, mission, evangelism, and outreach are no 
longer separate things among other things that they do, but the focus and orientation of 
all that they do, including their finances, the building, the way they select leaders, and the 
manner in which they conduct their meetings. Eventually these congregations also 
revised their structures of organization and decision-making to serve the congregational 
vocation statement. With this clarity, the congregations describe themselves now as being 
of one accord, working together in unity. Only River Ridge, the youngest of the 
transforming congregations in terms of its five-year journey, is still feeling the affects of 
a few voices of continuing resistance and criticism concerning its new direction. 
Convinced that they are headed in the right direction, however, all three congregations 
persist in their respective vocational trajectories, which in turn helps them navigate the 
resistance and conflict these engender.  
 In all three cases, a part of the congregational vocation statement focuses upon 
Jesus specifically. Participants speak of wanting to be like Jesus, their Savior, the one 
who makes them alive and saves them, and of wanting to get that message across to 
others so they can experience the blessing. Jesus Christ, thereby, also becomes one way 
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that they discern steps in their transformation and by whom they arbitrate in times of 
conflict. 
 
3.Institutional Viability and Numerical Growth 
   The congregation is now growing some in new members and holding its own 
institutionally. 
 There are no guarantees that these congregations will be viable far into the future, 
but the prospects are much more favorable than prior to transformation. 
Building: Two of the congregations have remained in their facilities and have 
been able to maintain them with current resources. They consider their buildings as tools 
of mission in their surrounding communities, opening their building to those outside 
through intentional mission efforts and/or to the use of outside groups. The River Ridge 
congregation made a dramatic exodus from its former location and embarked upon a 
nomadic existence as they restart, using proceeds from an auction and the sale of other 
assets. They rent a worship space and an office space. Their former building remains for 
sale. Start-up reserves are being paid down. 
Finances: None of these congregations consider themselves wealthy, but mostly 
describe themselves as holding their own financially. River Ridge faces some difficult 
financial decisions in the near term without the sale of their former building. Two of the 
three have endowments, a source of some earnings, upon which they draw in a limited 
fashion. In terms of stewardship education, Hilltown and Cityside explicitly work upon 
this and teach tithing, while River Ridge recognizes its need to do so.  
Numerical Growth: These congregations have experienced some numerical 
growth in membership and attendance, though the increase has not been dramatic, large, 
or steady. Turnover in new members and in their diversity of class and age has been the 
more significant difference between before and after. 
 
4. Leadership (both clergy and lay) 
   The congregation is now benefiting from strong, servant leadership that works as a 
team. 
 These congregations believe that God gives spiritual gifts to the members of the 
church for ministry, so they give special attention to the nurture and development of 
those gifted for leadership, mentoring and supporting them into maturity. They have 
changed their nominating processes to be more gift-based, prayerful, and flexible. All 
have a smaller, core group of lay leaders, who work as a cohesive team, upon which the 
congregation and the pastor lean. 
The members of these congregations stress the absolutely critical role that the 
pastor had had in their survival as a congregation. They have also hired extra, specialized, 
part-time staff to carry out the congregational vocation statement. The pastor, staff, and 
lay leaders all exercise authority in the congregation within the congregation’s norms and 
parameters, but for the special work of congregational transformation, the pastor tends to 
lead with a more directive style and to be given more room than Disciples congregations 
have normally tolerated or allowed. At the same time, he or she is always collaborative 
and communicative, a member of the team of leaders. These congregations have also all 
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taken on interns and/or mentored certain leaders among them into licensed ministry in the 
congregation. Hilltown, in its intentional anti-racism work, has given special attention to 
calling forth African American leaders and making sure that worship leadership is diverse 
ethnically, generationally, and in terms of gender. The pastor must also continually adapt 
his or her leadership style to that which is called for during the current stage of 
transformation. The ideal is a servant leadership, anchored in God.  
 In order to follow God’s call and fulfill their purpose and mission, these 
congregations are quite intentional about their changes, decisions, and plans as they move 
forward. They are much more active and do a lot with a little. Two of the congregations 
particularly testify to pacing themselves in God. They work hard, rest, and celebrate their 
accomplishments. Ministries and programs are not maintained forever, but begun on the 
basis of call and need, and are released as they have fulfilled or outlived their purpose. 
The congregation understands itself to be in process, individually and corporately, and 
feel like they’re making progress, alive, and excited to be a part of transformation. A 
culture of gratitude is cultivated, so that all leaders are appreciated and new ones 
encouraged. 
  
5. Quality of Congregational Life and Interpersonal Relationships 
   The congregation is now enjoying healthy communication and satisfying interpersonal 
relationships. 
Wanting to be a healthy place in terms of their relationships and communications, 
these congregations have worked to become safe places for honest, respectful 
engagement with each other and with the issues of the day. Now, difference and potential 
disagreement is understood as going with the territory of transformation and is dealt with 
more constructively. Special attention in these places has also been given to healing old 
wounds and practicing forgiveness, especially in the aftermath of past conflict. To one 
degree or another, all these congregations have also worked at understanding their 
generational differences and forged a degree of harmony where there had been tension. 
There is a positive “buzz” as the congregation gathers for worship. Participants now 
report enjoying each other and having fun. They intentionally express their love and 
affection for each other. For example, in two of the congregational sites, they now 
practice a lengthy passing of the peace during worship. 
 
6. Relationship to God – Practice of Spirituality 
   The congregation now believes that God is active in their transformation, and it 
upholds this relationship through increased and deepened prayer. 
These congregations use the terms “God,” “Jesus Christ,” “Holy Spirit,” and 
“Word” almost interchangeably when referring to the influence of the Divine. They speak 
of God changing them individually and corporately, and as the leader upon whom they 
rely and in whom they trust for this transformation process, a true, distinct actor in it. 
They seek to be led by the Holy Spirit, so they practice an expectant spirituality and 
continual discernment, especially around the next steps of transformation. With the 
exception of River Ridge, whose worship service music seems to unconsciously carry its 
spiritual devotion, these two also report that congregational prayer life has increased and 
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deepened through a number of new practices, such as the sharing of prayer concerns in 
weekly worship, the conduct of meetings as “worshipful work,” prayer vigils, walks, and 
retreats. “God-talk” has increased and is no longer an embarrassment to the corporate 
sensibilities. 
 
7. Relationship to the Church beyond the Congregation 
   The congregation is now forging a mutually supportive relationship with the wider 
church. 
 The leaders and members of these congregations have experienced the blessing of 
self-study, conducting research, asking for help from other congregations and from the 
church at large, as well as sharing their stories of transformation with others. While they 
consider denominational identity to be secondary to Christian identity, all these 
congregations are in good relationship with the denomination and involved to varying 
degrees. They give to the wider mission causes of the denomination and participate in 
some regional and general efforts, still usually through their pastors and a few dedicated 
individuals. There are still a number of congregants that do not know much about the 
denominational group of which the congregation is a part. In most cases, these 
congregations also engage in targeted fellowship with local congregations of their own 
denomination and ecumenically, thereby strengthening the wider church and its witness. 
In all three sites, forging relationships with other religions is not on their radar screens. 
 
8. Relationship to the Context 
   The congregation is now reaching out more and engaging their mission field in witness 
and service. 
These three congregations are no longer only inwardly focused. Their clarity of 
identity, purpose, mission, and vision pushes them to be aware of their context and to 
engage it. To various degrees, they have all intentionally educated themselves on their 
surrounding community and the times in which they live. The Hilltown congregation has 
made a point of addressing its fears of the context openly and with each other. These 
congregations now reach out even more intentionally to people in their neighborhoods, 
larger communities, and the world beyond. Hilltown and Cityside are rooted deeply in 
their immediate neighborhoods and communities, designing their outreach accordingly 
and developing ministries to meet the needs of its inhabitants. River Ridge, in its nomadic 
status and its sense of call, does not identify with a single neighborhood or community, 
rather a broader cluster of towns. Each congregation reaches out in ways unique to it: 
invitation, evangelism, public witness, the sharing of their facilities, and/or humanitarian 
service, but all three report having become bolder in this. Their mission work is more 
about relationship than charity, more hands-on than money, and motivated from a 
spiritual place and the clarity of their congregational vocation statement. 
 
9. Structures of Organizations and Decision-making 
   The congregation is now living into new, particularly ecclesial ways of organization 
and meetings. 
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 The leaders of these congregations recognize that their constitution and by-laws 
is in need of examination and revision in order to serve the congregational vocation and 
facilitate their continuing transformation, but are finding ways to work flexibly within it 
or around it until such time as they can explicitly address it. Compelled by leader 
burnout, Hilltown successfully underwent a deliberate structural revision years into their 
transformation, reorganizing into a limited number of flexible ministry teams.  
These congregations are less about meetings and more about ministry, but when 
decisions need to be made, the leaders, both lay and clergy, are deliberate, figure out 
what kind of authorization is needed, and seek to communicate fully, bringing all on 
board prior to decisions as much as possible. While they may still operate on some 
occasions under Robert’s Rules, these congregations, each in their own way, have 
changed their former secular business model of decision-making to a model of spiritual 
discernment and consensus, depending more intentionally upon God’s leadership and the 
Spirit’s guidance. Meetings are now also designed to track and facilitate the mission and 
vision rather than maintaining the status quo. Meeting culture is described more 
positively now; everyone has a say, operating under norms of listening, mutual respect, 
and disagreeing without being disagreeable. This has also meant learning ways of dealing 
with their differences and conflict constructively.  
 
10. Teaching and Learning 
   The congregation is now designing strategic pathways for faith formation and 
discipleship. 
 These congregations understand that a significant part of their purpose is to form 
disciples/witnesses, so they give a great deal of attention to education, faith development, 
spiritual growth, and mentoring. They offer multiple opportunities for all ages to be able 
to grow into their spiritual gifts and calls to ministry, often through small groups, and 
giving a special eye to the needs of children and youth. They are also working at ways to 
encourage visitors and new Christians to begin this path of discipleship. Two of the three 
are trying to be much more systematic in their processes of discipleship. Though it is 
difficult to create such a system of education and maintain it, and as other matters 
compete for attention, these congregations keep this a priority. All of these congregations 
have created a culture in which people expect to be “fed” and are eager to learn about 
God/Jesus/Holy Spirit, the Bible, the Christian walk, and to grow in faith. 
 
11. Welcome, Hospitality, and Diversity 
   The congregation now extends an extravagant welcome to all and its diversity has 
grown. 
 These congregations have transformed themselves, their practices, and their 
spaces to be hospitable and to warmly welcome those who come to them from outside the 
congregation, no matter who, no matter where. This has included creating an inviting, 
relaxed atmosphere, accepting or adopting a casual dress code, changing some aspects of 
their worship service, even dramatically, and training themselves to meet people where 
they are and help newcomers feel comfortable and accepted so that they may select to 
return or seek to know more. In Hilltown’s context, welcome and hospitality is also 
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informed by and is integrated with their mission of interracial reconciliation. This means 
that they have expanded welcome to include changing themselves and their worship 
services in order to welcome the neighbors, no longer content to only welcome others as 
long as these become like them. All of these congregations, but particularly Hilltown, 
understand that radical welcome ushers in challenges. It has rough edges and stretches 
them beyond their own comfort zones. Each congregation’s demographic profile has 
shifted toward more diversity in terms of age (becoming younger), class, and abilities. 
While they all are proud to say that they welcome all, only Hilltown has increased its 
ethnic diversity to 60/40 Caucasian and People of color, with a 50/50 ratio in the ranks of 
lay leadership.  
 
12.Worship, Music, and Preaching 
      The congregation has changed its worship practices intentionally and significantly to 
meet new people where they are and celebrate the living presence of God. 
In order for their congregations to be in communion with God/Jesus/Holy 
Spirit/Word and in order to meet the needs of those already present and those they hope 
to attract, these congregations adapt their worship experiences. Each congregation 
decided whether they would opt for a contemporary or blended style of service. But 
across the board, worship (including music, preaching, and prayer) became more lively, 
upbeat, diverse, embodied, participatory, and engaging to the attendees, thereby leaning 
more to the contemporary end of the spectrum. Music was either shifted to appeal to the 
younger generations and/or expanded in order to meet ethnic diversity. Preaching 
generally became more interactive and less pulpit-bound. In two cases, technologies were 
drafted to enhance both the music and the preaching every Sunday. 
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APPENDIX 6 
 
TWENTY-FIVE CHANGED PRACTICES IN ALL 
THREE CASE-STUDY CONGREGATIONS 
 
I. Traditional/Biblical Practices that the case-study congregations reclaimed or 
revised: 
A. Communion – All have revised this practice, but minimally. Cityside attended 
to the reverence of its preparation and presented the elements as a shrouded body in order 
to “remember the body.” River Ridge and Hilltown experimented with intinction, 
common cup, and other forms of serving and sharing the elements. 
 B. Forgiveness/Reconciliation/Healing – All of the pastors and some of the other 
leaders now reach out to listen to, communicate with, and possibly convert resistors and 
critics. Voices in each place, but predominately at Hilltown, referred to the practice of 
“loving them into the change as much as possible.” 
 C. Leadership –  
   1. All worked to change the culture of their church meetings with practices of 
open dialogue and discussion, giving everyone a say, seeking consensus and not voting 
unless necessary, and if there is no consensus, waiting, praying, and returning to the item 
later, plus doing full, transparent communication with multiple groups in advance of 
major decisions.  
   2. Every place changed their nominating practices and processes to make them 
more about spiritual gifts, call to ministry, and prayer.  
   3. Each site adopted a team approach between the clergy and staff and between 
the clergy and lay leaders.  
   4. All congregations, even the smallest, hired part-time staff to carry out 
particular, necessary, and new ministries.  
   5. In every congregation, the pastor mentored an associate or multiple associate 
pastors and/or seminary interns in ministry. 
 D. Prayer – All three congregations were encouraged to pray in a new variety of 
ways and to grow spiritually. River Ridge developed prayer teams for evangelistic events. 
Hilltown and Cityside taught prayer and fasting, and encouraged the sharing of personal 
prayer needs in worship. Hilltown incorporated laying-on-of-hands prayer and Cityside 
promoted testimonies to what God has done and how God has answered prayer. 
 E. Preaching –  
   1. In all cases teaching preaching became the norm and the sermons were 
biblical, often emphasizing invitation to others, welcoming diversity, reiterating the 
church’s purpose for others, and being called into ministry both inside and outside the 
congregation.  
   2. Each pastor had his or her own unique style, but all three reported having 
experimented with new forms in order to be more effective, meeting the needs of 
members and visitors. While Cityside’s preaching was already interactive, River Ridge 
and Hilltown became more interactive and spontaneous. The pastor at Cityside generally 
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remained behind the pulpit with a manuscript, though never read, and projected video 
slides. The preacher at Hilltown became less pulpit and manuscript-bound, and the 
minister at River Ridge preached without a pulpit or manuscript, often using the video 
projector.  
   3. All three pastors and their congregations came to emphasize the movement of 
the Holy Spirit in the preparation and preaching event, as well as making the message 
relevant and personal to those already there and newcomers when this had not been the 
case before. 
 G. Teaching and Learning –  
   1. All increased the number and variety of bible studies and learning 
experiences to reach more in the congregation and open opportunities for outsiders.  
   2. Each worked on the process of faith formation. Examples are Hilltown’s 
preparation for baptism through group spiritual direction, River Ridge’s “Growth Track,” 
and Cityside’s bible studies and leadership development efforts. 
 H. Welcome and Hospitality –  
   1. All congregations did training on greeting newcomers and Hilltown’s 
included the antiracism dimension.  
   2. Every site developed specific, extra means for welcoming newcomers on 
Sunday: Cityside read a welcome statement, Hilltown sang a welcome song and gave out 
goodie bags, and River Ridge instituted the Connections Café. 
 I. Witness/Mission/Evangelism/Reaching Out –  
   1. All three pastors educated themselves on the local context at the beginning of 
and continuing through their ministries there.  
   2. Each congregation carried out some kind of door-to-door canvassing.  
   3. They developed hands-on ministries in the local community for evangelism 
and humanitarian or social needs. Examples of this were Fall Festival, Santa’s Workshop, 
Hope and Healing services, school tutoring, and basketball at Hilltown, Food Pantry, 
Clothing Ministry, Computer Learning, Vacation Bible Camp, and Emma’s Circle at 
Cityside, and Projects at the Battered Women’s Shelter, Airing of worship service on TV, 
and Christian music concerts at River Ridge. 
 J. Worship –  
   1. All three determined whether they would revise worship in either a blended 
fashion or adopt a contemporary mode, and even those that opted for blended leaned 
more in the direction of contemporary.  
   2. Each place determined a group or groups that they would target in their 
worship practices as well as issuing “Y’all Come” to whosoever would.  
   3. Worship became more accepting of casual attire and more relaxed toward 
spontaneity, physical expression, surprises, time, and mistakes. 
 
II. New Practices that were Created or Adopted: 
 All three congregations discerned a congregational vocation statement, which was 
at least partially oriented to external witness, crafted it into a succinct statement, and then 
repeated it in worship and published it outside the congregation. 
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III. Action Steps that were Taken Just Once: 
 There were no practices in this category common to all three case studies. 
 
IV. Clusters of Smaller Practices that Together Created a Changed Ethos: 
A. Experimentation – Every site took steps to experiment with practices and to 
live into certain changes before making them “official.” 
B. A Positive Ambience – In all three locales, there was a positive, anticipatory 
“buzz” as people gathered for worship. This was created by their practices of greeting 
and welcome, the preparation and music leading up to the service, the mingling 
conversation between parties and their laughter, and the expression of physical affection 
between congregants.  
C. Small Group Etiquette – The culture of small groups was revised to be open, 
safe, and fun. This was created by practices of welcome and inclusion, the norms of 
acceptance of various viewpoints and agreeing to disagree, the practices of not judging 
others and keeping confidentiality, prayer practices, sharing food, and mini parties or 
celebrations. 
 
TWENTY-FIVE EXCEPTIONAL CHANGED PRACTICES 
(NOT IN ALL THREE CONGREGATIONS) 
 
 All three case study congregations did not change the following ecclesial 
practices, yet these deserve attention as those that exercised a significant impact within 
the respective congregation(s) and that could be commended to others for their 
transformation processes.  
 
I. Traditional/Biblical Practices that have been reclaimed or revised: 
B. Forgiveness/Reconciliation/Healing –  
    1. Hilltown developed a range of practices in its antiracism and racial 
reconciliation work, including “Crossroads” training for the pastor and two others, the 
creation of a congregational reconciliation team to encourage and monitor progress, 
educational events, open dialogue occasions, mediation in instances of offense, a culture 
of safety for asking questions, expressing fears, and sharing views concerning race, flock 
lunches, calling of licensed lay ministers, attention to worship leadership diversity, and 
redecorating the sanctuary for African American inclusion. 
    2. Cityside’s pastor initiated meetings early on in the transformation process 
between the congregation and its former ministers helping to broker understanding, 
healing, mutual forgiveness, and closure on the past.   
C. Leadership –  
    1. Cityside and Hilltown both developed their group of elders into a spiritual 
discernment/leadership group for the congregation. 
    2. The Hilltown pastor consciously exercised a questioning style of leadership, 
that is, helping individuals to discern God’s leading, and did active spiritual direction 
with a number of congregants. 
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    3. At River Ridge the Executive committee started to use the “LOVE” agenda: 
L – What is the Lord doing among us? O – How are we using the gifts of others? V – 
What programs/ministries are victoriously accomplishing our goals? E – Who are we 
evangelistically reaching? 
D. Prayer –  
    1. Hilltown and Cityside conducted prayer walks in the 
neighborhood/community in times of violence and/or for evangelism.  
    2. Cityside and Hilltown noted a general and pervasive increase in “God-talk.” 
    3. Hilltown practiced a spiritual discernment called “deep listening.” 
    4. Hilltown also developed a practice for dealing with fears, especially in light 
of violence in the community. The steps were to name the fear and put it on the “table,” 
share feelings and listen deeply to each other, and then address the fear with prayer 
and/or other action.  
E. Preaching –  
    1. River Ridge and Cityside made use of new technologies to enhance the 
preaching event and worship service: screen, powerpoint, images, and videos. 
    2. Cityside and River Ridge explicitly preached on the topic of “church.” 
(Hilltown may have practiced this too, but did not do so during my observation period 
and did not directly speak to it in interviews.) 
F. Sabbath-keeping – Hilltown adopted several practices in this area, including 
declaring a congregation-wide sabbatical year in order to rest and retool from missional 
weariness, granting personal sabbaticals to pastor, staff, and lay leaders, monitoring each 
other’s level of energy and limits, and pacing the congregation according to “seasons.” 
G. Teaching and Learning –  
    1. Cityside and Hilltown both expressly taught the practice of 10% tithing in 
their stewardship education. 
    2. Hilltown intentionally told stories about their ministry and developed a 
stewardship booklet including them in order to encourage giving. 
I. Witness/Mission/Evangelism/Reaching Out –  
    1. River Ridge enhanced its advertising to the community by the use of 
“shockers” in newspapers rather than an ad on its church page. 
    2. Cityside and Hilltown opened their buildings up to the community in ministry 
and sought to make them more welcoming to the public. 
J. Worship –  
    1. Hilltown and Cityside instituted a Passing of the Peace within the worship 
service which is quite energetic, affectionate, and lengthy.  
    2. Hilltown actually opens its front doors during the length of the worship 
service in order to be welcoming to passers-by and to project that something is going on 
inside. 
    3. Hilltown also initiated Hope and Healing outdoor worship services in order to 
bring “church” out to the neighborhood. 
    4. River Ridge started a second worship service targeted at and designed for the 
younger generations. 
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II. Others: 
 A. New –  
    1. River Ridge included physical motions with the repetition of its 
congregational vocation statement. 
    2. River Ridge became nomadic, moving to five different locations (up to the 
present), renting worship and office spaces. 
    3. River Ridge has tracked its visitor statistics, thereby demonstrating progress 
in their transformation goals. 
    4. Hilltown and Cityside have adopted “Worshipful Work” and Robert’s Rules 
Lite into their decision-making meeting culture.  
B. Just Once – Hilltown undertook a process that led to the official change of its 
organizational structure to one of ministry teams. 
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APPENDIX 7 
 
THIRTY-THREE CHANGING BELIEFS IN ALL 
THREE CASE-STUDY CONGREGATIONS 
 
A. Theological Beliefs: 
 1. God calls pastors to certain places and types of ministries, called him/her here 
to lead the congregation into its greater purpose. 
 2. God gifts and calls individuals for ministry and congregations to start and end 
particular ministries according to God’s greater purpose. 
 3. God is active, faithful, in control, empowering the congregation, and making a 
way to reach God’s plan/aim/goal; we do not achieve transformation on our own. 
4. God inspires new ideas. 
 5. Jesus changes lives. 
 6. The congregational vocation statement needs a theological rationale. 
Hilltown – “Into Jesus,” Cityside – “Disciples of Christ,” “the good news of Jesus 
Christ,” and River Ridge – “Praise God,” “Grow in Christ.” 
 
B. Ecclesiological Beliefs: 
 1. The church should be clear about its identity, purpose, mission, and vision, 
which is more than maintaining the status quo and keeping the congregation going, and 
should craft a succinct statement to this effect. 
 2. The church should be witnesses and relate missionally to its surrounding 
context, including evangelism efforts. 
 3. The church should be about “real ministry,” changing lives, whether this means 
that the congregation is guaranteed a continued future or not. 
 4. The church should forge intergenerational harmony. 
 5. The church should take care of its institutional health and grow spiritually and 
numerically if possible. 
 6. The church should adopt a spiritual model of discernment and decision-making 
toward consensus over business and democratic models. 
 7. The church should work toward healthy and positive congregational 
relationships. 
 8. The church is also beyond the congregation, and this wider circle should 
receive attention, though denominational identity is secondary to Christian identity. 
 9. The church should practice an active spirituality in relationship to God. 
           10. The church should develop ministries for children and youth that meet their 
needs. 
           11. The church should be a place of teaching and learning, eager to learn and grow 
in faith, and especially help new converts develop in discipleship. 
          12. The church should have an organizational structure and a way of decision-
making that changes as necessary to serve the congregational vocation statement rather 
than the other way around. 
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          13. The church should be a place of radical welcome and hospitality to all, meeting 
new people where they are, even changing worship and building to do so. 
          14. The church should persist in its congregational vocation statement in spite of 
resistance and hard times. 
          15. The church should attempt to convert the critics and resistors, loving them into 
the changes and the new outward direction of the congregation. 
          16. The church should preach the bible – the Word. 
          17. The church should preach and worship in a way that really “connects” to all 
worshippers, long-time and visitors. 
          18. The church should preach in a way that is targeted to congregational life and its 
forward movement in the congregational vocational statement. 
          19. The church should give everyone a say and try to bring everyone on board 
before larger decisions are made, but give more freedom and permission to leaders and 
committees to carry out their particular part of the congregational vocational statement in 
other matters. 
          20. The church should follow the pastor’s vision and come to own it as their own.  
          21. The church leaders should work collaboratively, as a team, becoming of one 
accord. 
          22. The church and its members should “want to be like Jesus.” 
 
C. Attitudes, Ways of Thinking, and Values: 
 1. It is good to have a “safe to share” approach in small groups and bible study. 
 2. It is good to recognize the need to change the organizational structure and way 
of decision-making, doing so through a trial period or living into new ways before 
official revision. 
 3. It is good to be flexible, willing to try new things, experiment, start, and stop 
ministries; this is not a failure. 
 
D. Frames of Interpretation and Worldview: 
 1. The reality is that conflict often comes with transformation work. 
 2. The reality is that some members will disagree with the new outward direction 
of the congregation and changes, and the congregation will have to deal with leaving 
members. 
 
NINETEEN EXCEPTIONAL CHANGING BELIEFS 
(NOT in all three congregations) 
 
 All three case study congregations did not change the following beliefs or did not 
sound these particular notes loudly enough for them to register, yet these deserve 
attention as beliefs that have exercised a significant impact within the respective 
congregation(s) and that could be commended to others for their transformation journeys. 
 
A. Theological Beliefs: 
 Hilltown and Cityside – 
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    1. God ordains “seasons” and time periods for ministries and programs, directs 
periods of rest and work; the Holy Spirit is leading this transformation. 
    2. God directs the movement of worship, taking God’s time, so that the Word is 
preached and the needs of the people present are met. 
 Hilltown – 
    3. God calls the church to intentional antiracism and racial reconciliation work. 
    4. God is the subject of our worship; it’s not about our comfort or to please us.  
 Cityside – 
    5. God can/will heal and transform the congregation through the preaching of 
the Word. 
    6. Jesus Christ and the Body of Christ are remembered at communion. 
    7. The Holy Spirit will give unction and point us to those to invite and 
evangelize. 
 
B. Ecclesiological Beliefs: 
 Hilltown and Cityside – 
    1. The church should be a safe place from the trouble of the neighborhood, 
especially for children and youth. 
    2. The church should always ask: “What does the community need and how 
does the Gospel address this?” 
 Hilltown –  
    3. The church should worship across diversity and be eager to learn, especially 
from those who are different. 
    4. The church should emphasize the open communion table in order to truly 
welcome all. 
 Cityside –  
    5. The church should promote servant leadership, encouraging every leader to 
serve in a hands-on ministry and attend bible study. 
    6. The church should understand “Disciples” as not only a denomination, but 
also as a community of learners. 
 River Ridge –  
    7. The church should adopt an “outside in” strategy, always asking: “Who new 
are we reaching through this or that event?” 
 
C. Attitudes, Ways of Thinking, and Values: 
 Hilltown and Cityside – 
    1. It is good to have a diversity of music styles in worship so as not to become 
routine or to fall into a rut. 
 Hilltown and River Ridge – 
    2. It is good to accept more freedom of physical expression in worship. 
 River Ridge and Cityside – 
    3. It is good to disagree without being disagreeable, to agree to disagree. 
 Hilltown – 
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    4. It is good to honor the dissenting voices during congregational decisions and 
conflicts. 
 River Ridge –  
    5. It is good for congregational leaders to practice “alignment” on decisions. 
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APPENDIX 8 
 
AN EVALUATIVE TOOL FOR THE ECCLESIAL  
PRACTICE OF TURNING TO GOD’S LEAD 
 
  
The seven theological thematic guidelines for turning to God’s lead that were 
presented in chapter nine have here been crafted into questions and arranged underneath 
their respective moves within the three-move process framework in order to serve as an 
evaluative tool for congregational practice. Congregational leaders might utilize the list 
of questions as a quick checklist, or congregational groups might elect to follow the 
supplemental prompts provided underneath each guideline for shared reflection. 
 
An Evaluative Tool for the Ecclesial Practice of 
 Turning to God’s Lead 
 
I. DISCERN the lead of God 
  
Guideline 1: Is the congregation’s practice of turning God-initiated and grace-
dependent? 
 
Further questions to ask of the congregation’s practice:  
+ Does the turning explicitly recognize that God is communicating guidance for well- 
   being to the church and to the world? And ready to welcome the turner?  
+ Does it strike the right balance in that God’s call is compelling, yet never forced?  
+ Does it reiterate God’s trustworthy presence?  
+ Does it treat the reign of God as a gift and a practice? 
+ Does it look for God’s lead to be communicated in a variety of ways? Might this 
   lead be discerned by the pastor, another individual, or a group? Maybe even come from 
   an unexpected source? 
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
+ Do we recognize our dependence upon God’s life-giving lead? Do we have a reign of 
   God perspective upon daily life, the movement of the church, and the contemporary 
   context? 
+ How well do we trust God and the gospel that God is for us? What might we need to do 
   to help each other believe this in our bones?  
+ Do we hear the divine music? See the look? The outstretched hand? 
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+ Do we anticipate the reign of God happening presently?  
  
Guideline 2: In its practice of turning, does the congregation take seriously its response-
ability as church?  
 
Further questions to ask of the congregation’s practice: 
+ Does the turning respond to the divine music and outstretched hand? 
+ Does it take seriously the church’s freedom and ability to turn? Understand this as an 
   expected discipline of Christians and congregational leaders?  
+ Does it cultivate the congregation’s capacities to turn toward God, to practice the reign 
   of God, and receive it as a gift? In a fashion customized to the congregation? 
+ Does it offer a variety of ways within congregational life to discern and to respond to 
   God’s lead? Including the Lord’s Table, study, discernment, and community tables? 
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
+ How ready are we to respond to God’s overture? With what are we struggling in this 
   regard? Or of what are we afraid? How can we become more ready and able? 
+ To what degree are we becoming one body in our turning? 
+ How free or forced are we feeling to turn?  
+ What tables will we set and gather around in order to discern God’s lead?  
+ What openings or means of discernment best fit with this congregation, and which will 
    it employ to develop its relationship with God and to seek God’s guidance? 
  
Guideline 3: Does the congregation’s practice of turning reflect a deep longing for God, 
and practice listening to God and to the context? 
 
Further questions to ask of the congregation’s practice: 
+ Does the turning carry a longing for God’s reign and desires? Does it ask: “What does 
   God want?” 
+ Does it include a deep, attentive listening for God’s word? What modes of listening 
   does it employ? A variety? 
+ Does this practice engage whole selves and whole lives in the turning? 
+ Is it intentionally worshipful? 
+ Does it also include an explicit turn to the context, to know it, and to discern God at 
   work in it? 
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
+ Are we uncomfortable with longing, passion, desire, and dance language in church? If 
   so, what are the objections, and why ought we consider it positively? 
+ What do we actually long for? Does it include God’s reign and lead? If so, what level 
    of anticipation do we carry about this? If not, what may be distracting or holding us 
    back from letting God reign? Are rival longings, desires, or gods in the way? 
+ If we were honest, what would we say during this discernment? Is there a part of 
   ourselves that we are withholding? 
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+ How can we help each other attend and discern? What practices of prayer might serve 
   well? Is there a way that the wider church can assist in this? Can we come to the Lord’s 
   Table as part of this discernment? 
+ Are we finding it easier to listen to either God or to the context? Are we prone to forget 
   one or the other? Are we alert to God’s movement in the surrounding context? What 
   does the larger community need most to which God is leading the congregation to 
   respond?  
+ What is our best understanding of what God wants, and of us, at this time? Is there a 
    way that we can test this understanding? 
 
II. INTEGRATE the lead of God 
 
Guideline 4: In the congregation’s practice, is there committed turning, toward and 
away?  
 
Further questions to ask of the practice: 
+ Does the practice of turning to God’s lead come to a conclusion and a commitment?  
+ Does the turning call for reorganization of congregational life? Is that from which it is 
   turning away clearly understood? 
+ Does the practice provide for follow up and accountability?  
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves:  
+ What is the lead of God toward which we are turning? Is this turn freely chosen? And 
    are we turning with our whole selves?  
+ How is this turning like worship? Is there a way to mark this commitment in ritual? At 
   the Lord’s Table?  
+ Does this consensus fit with the congregational vocation statement, the purpose of the 
   church as witness, and with the good news of Jesus Christ: the reign of God happening?  
+ Does this turning seek integration in congregational life? How does it reorganize 
   congregational life? Is there a path of further steps in order to follow up on this 
   commitment? What tables will we need to set to do this integration? 
+ Does this turning acknowledge what is being turned away from? What is it? 
+ How does the lead of God that the congregation has discerned and committed to 
   comfort or confront the context? 
+ How willing are we to be changed into new people? What sacrifices might this entail 
   and are we willing to make? 
+ How will we hold each other accountable to this commitment? 
 
Guideline 5: Does the congregation’s practice include continual, contextual turning? 
 
Further questions to ask of the practice: 
+ Does the practice of turning acknowledge the need for further discernment turns to God 
   and to the context as a result of the committed turn that has been made? 
+ Has the follow up built in periods of corporate reflection and evaluation? Does it allow 
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   for experimentation? 
+ Is the turn still flexible in light of contextual shifts, or due to God’s fresh promptings? 
+ Does it extend grace in clumsiness and support for the long haul? 
+ Does it recognize its reliance upon other congregational practices? Layer them 
   intentionally? 
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
+ How ready are we for the steep hill of transformation, and how naïve? Can we fathom 
   multiple turns? Do we expect the unexpected? What level of grace, strength, and 
   flexibility do we already carry?  
+ What capacities do we need to develop in order to continue well and to endure?  
+ How is the context changing as we change? Are there adjustments we are called by 
   God to make in this regard?  
+ Is it time to feast or fast in terms of our practices? What is appropriate now? What other 
   ecclesial practices ought we consciously adopt? How could we benefit in this by 
   coming to the Lord’s Table, and in what creative ways?  
+ As we turn and dance, what are we learning as a congregation? What has gotten easier 
   or more difficult so far? Are we growing? Changing? In what ways? How are we doing 
   overall? 
  
Guideline 6: Is the congregation’s practice of turning full of delight and doxology? 
 
Further questions to ask of the practice: 
+ Does the practice of turning honor and build delight and doxology into itself? 
+ Does it concretely include points of praise, pauses for enjoyment, opportunities to 
   thank God and each other? Is it open to including physical dance as part of the 
   celebration? Is there room for food, humor, and play? 
+ Does the turning increase the congregation’s capacity to weep and rejoice, members 
   one with another? 
+ Is hospitality and a table fellowship to which all are invited an expected result of 
   turning? 
+ Is the turning part of worship and vice versa?  
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
+ Are we having fun yet? Where is the humor, the play, and the dancing? 
+ Where is the good news? What has been powerful and life-giving? For what are we 
    grateful? Who needs to be thanked? 
+ Where are we experiencing the joy of God’s presence, reign, and lead? How has God 
    helped us navigate the rough patches, shaken up the smooth, and changed us? Can we 
    name this and put this into words for others?  
+ How do we make sure and incorporate this testimony into the story we tell others about 
   God and ourselves? How does this good news most valuably intersect with the context? 
+ Are we more hospitable and open to all as we turn to God’s lead and others are 
   attracted?  
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+ Are we holding back or hiding our delight from others? If so, what and why? How 
   might we help each other open up? 
+ What changes in us can we celebrate at the Lord’s Table as a result of following God’s 
    lead?  
  
III. BEAR WITNESS to the lead of God 
 
Guideline 7: What is the relational witness effect, both intentional and inherent, of the 
congregation’s practice of turning? 
 
Further questions to ask of the practice: 
+ Does the congregation’s practice of turning consciously and explicitly name the 
   inherent witness that this practice is bearing to others?  
+ Does it test its witness for integrity? Check this witness against the congregational 
   vocation statement, the purpose of the church, the good news, Jesus Christ, the reign of 
   God happening, and the divine character? Against the thirteen characteristics of witness 
   (in chapter seven)?4 
+ Does it allow space to honestly query how the surrounding context is exerting its 
   influence and witness upon the congregation?  
+ Is the practice of turning going the extra step of asking how its witness can be 
   amplified beyond the congregation itself, that is, its intentional witness at the point of 
   deepest need? At what community tables might this occur? 
+ Does the practice ready itself for the response its witness will provoke?  
 
Questions for practitioners to ask of themselves: 
Concerning the congregation’s inherent witness – 
+ What witness is our congregational turning bearing? What is emitting from our 
    behavior? Where? To whom? What do others, especially outside the congregation, see, 
    hear, and sense through us? 
+ What has changed about us that others can perceive? 
+ How does this witness fit with the congregation’s vocation, the purpose of church 
    witness, the good news, Jesus Christ, the reign of God?  
+ Are we able to clearly express our purpose as a congregation and why we do what we 
   do? 
+ Are we holding faith with God and ourselves in the process of turning and bearing 
   witness? 
                                                
4 To refresh: Faithful witness is carried out: 1) both in word and deed, 2) by individuals and 
groups, 3) publicly and visibly. 4) It can be expressed verbally and explicitly, or silently, without obvious 
results, but always 5) non-coercively, allowing refusal. Faithful witness 6) is derived from the intersection 
of local spiritual gifts and the discerned call of God, 7) ought to be divinely directed and empowered, 
which renders it joyful and bold, 8) in one’s own time and context. The content of witness is 9) what the 
witness has seen, heard, and experienced, and 10) it is to be accurate and reliable. 11) It is regularly 
nonconforming and counter-cultural. Faithful witness 12) may lead to martyrdom, but not necessarily. 13) 
Witnesses are formed and continually in process of formation. 
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   Are we now able to claim that to which we are witnesses? And that we are “faithful?” If 
   not, what work needs to be done? How can we help each other do this? 
 
Concerning the congregation’s intentional witness –  
+ How can we take the extra step of amplifying the witness of our turning beyond the 
   congregation itself? To whom? Where? At what tables? Outdoors? 
+ Where does our witness meet the surrounding context and the needs there that God has 
    called the congregation to meet? 
+ What steps of intentional witness have the most integrity, and what are the most 
    effective pathways? Are we doing enough? Trying to do too much? More than what 
    God is directing? 
+ Are we ready to receive those who this witness will attract? What potential resistance 
    will it likely provoke, from where and why? In what ways do we need to increase our 
    capacities for the effect the witness engenders? 
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APPENDIX 9 
 
A MODEL FOR FULL-BODIED CONGREGATIONAL 
 TURNING TO THE LEAD OF GOD 
 
 
 The following is a generic model of corporate turning that a congregation or a 
leadership group within it could follow toward discerning the lead of God in a particular 
situation or upon a question relevant to its vocation and locale, though such a particular 
situation has not been specified here. The intent is to present a flow of process that 
incorporates the seven theopractical guidelines argued in chapter nine for the practice of 
full-bodied turning to God and to God at work in the contemporary context.  
 A few amplifications are in order. First, this process represents one practice 
among others that could be exercised within move one – “discern” – of the three-move 
progression of transformation for which this dissertation is making a case. Per the 
findings of chapter nine, it also builds in elements of move two – “integrate” – and move 
three – “bear witness” – as these are essential elements of a comprehensive practice of 
turning. Second, this design has in mind the setting of a congregational “discernment 
table,” though conceivably, elements within it or its flow might be adapted to the three 
other turning tables earlier discussed. Third, if the congregation is not already familiar or 
comfortable with God-talk, discernment, contemplative prayer, and a slower pace of 
decision-making, readiness work and capacity development would be in order prior to 
following this design. Fourth, this process would naturally need to be modified to suit the 
faith community, its particular mores and its pressing question. As it is presented here, it 
would likely fit the ethos of a Disciples congregation and probably others. It is also the 
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case that this model with its twenty steps would be too long for one sitting, but it lends 
itself to being divided into multiple sessions, and should be, especially the more hefty and 
complicated the presenting situation or question. Moreover, this model does not, nor 
should it usurp the spiritual wisdom and improvisation of the leaders, clergy or lay, and 
of the members of the discerning group.  
 
A Meeting for Turning to God’s Lead  
 
1. Gather at the table (set with a worshipful focal point and possibly food) 
2. Turn to God in praise (whatever is appropriate to the gathered; music, prayer, art) 
3. Turn away from other pressing and/or distracting matters in order to be fully present. 
    (possibly verbally share and “put” these on the table for God’s keeping) 
4. Attend with whole selves in silent prayer (could encourage personal inventories of  
    mental, physical, emotional, and spiritual attentiveness during the silence) 
5. The facilitator of the meeting presents the specific question, topic, issue, dilemma, or 
    matter for discernment, “putting” it on the table. 
    a. She gives the background. 
    b. Invites questions for clarification. 
    c. Asks if the group needs more preparation, or if it is ready to continue the 
        discernment. If it is not ready, she asks how the members of the group can help each 
        other become ready. 
    d. She asks the members to divulge any longings and fears related to the matter for 
        discernment, putting these on the table. 
 
[If the group is still not ready to deal with the matter on the table, it negotiates a break 
and determines how it will return to it at another time. If the session is to be closed until 
another day, turn to God in praise before departing.] 
 
6. (If continuing) Turn to God and attend anew in silence, listening for God’s lead. 
7. The facilitator invites members to report any initial impressions of God’s promptings 
    and/or lead, noting these. 
8. Turn to the congregation’s surrounding context, and ask questions such as: 
    a. How does this matter for discernment and these initial promptings intersect with the 
        context? 
    b. Do we need more information about the context to be able to answer this? 
    c. Where is God pointing in the context? Where already at work? 
    d. What influences or pressure are we feeling from the context? What are its deep 
         needs? Is it attempting to make us conform unduly or inappropriately? If so, how do 
         we help each other turn away from this temptation? 
 
 
 
448 
9. Pause prayerfully. 
10. Turn to the wider church and this congregational circle, and ask questions such as: 
      a. How does this matter for discernment and these initial promptings relate to the  
          vocation of the church? Is there an opportunity to work together ecumenically?  
      b. How does this matter for discernment and these initial promptings relate to our 
          congregation’s unique vocational call?  
      c. How does this matter for discernment and these initial promptings relate to God’s 
          ultimate purposes, that is, to the gospel, to Jesus Christ, to the reign of God? 
11. Pause prayerfully. 
12. Intentionally turn to congregational sisters and brothers present at the table (in pairs 
      or as a total group) and ask questions such as:  
a. Is there any unease, or confusion, or blocks concerning these initial promptings 
from God? 
      b. Is there any delight or joy or liberation or serenity in them? 
      c. How can we help each other at this stage of discernment? Do we need to break and 
          return to this later?  
 
[If the group decides to close at this point to return at another, it turns to God in praise 
before departing.] 
 
13. (If continuing) Sing a hymn. 
14. Turn to God and attend anew in silence. Listen deeply for the lead of the Divine. 
15. The facilitator asks: “Is there a voicing of God’s lead in this matter?” 
      (Repeat and refine as a group as necessary.) 
16. Further testing: 
      a. Is this determination faithful to whom God has called us to be? 
      b. What is the witness we hope and expect to bear by following this lead? 
      c. In order to follow this lead, what will this group and/or congregation have to turn 
          away from? Or let go? Or change from what already is? 
      d. To follow this lead, what would be the next immediate step?  
+ In the congregation? Who will do what, when, and how? What accountability 
   will be built into this choice? How will we evaluate the progress? 
+ And in the context? How can we amplify this witness further? What potential 
   attraction or resistance might come? How can we be ready to receive those who 
   are attracted and respond to those offended? 
17. Pause prayerfully. 
18. The facilitator calls for consensus: “Is there a consensus on this as God’s lead?” If so, 
      he asks: “Are we committed to following God’s lead?” (If the answer is “yes,” an 
      appropriate sign of commitment shall be enacted at the table.) 
19. Turn to God in praise, and pray for continued guidance and empowerment, using a 
      worship practice that fits the occasion and the group. 
20. Express gratitude to one another. 
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